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ABSTRACT 

PATRICIA F. HEYS 
A STUDY OF STORIES: BIBLICALLY-BASED CREATIVE WRITING EXERCISES 
AS TOOLS FOR RECOGNIZING AND LEARNING FROM LIFE'S HOLY 
MOMENTS 
Under the direction of DOCK HOLLINGSWORTH 

God speaks to us through the stories of our lives. But in the information age, 

technology and external narratives have become pervasive, making it difficult to find the 

space and tools to reflect on our experiences. Technology has changed the way we 

engage in business, shop, earn degrees, network, and it has changed the ways we tell our 

stories. For example, the social media site Facebook promotes telling life stories in short 

and positive ways. Technology encourages writing for response, not writing for 

reflection, which can be a powerful learning tool. When we do not reflect on our lives, 

we miss out on an opportunity to experience personal growth. And, we miss out on the 

opportunity to see in new ways how the holy is present in our lives. 

The current project evaluates whether biblically-based creative non-fiction writing 

exercises, specifically, exercises inspired by the book of Ruth, can serve as tools for 

people to engage in theological reflection. The research asked whether the nine 

participants in a two-day writing workshop were able to write about and reflect on their 

life stories. The writing exercises were designed for participants to write about stories 

related to change in their lives. The hope, then, was that through writing life stories, 
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participants would be led to reflect to their lives, recognize the holy, and experience 

spiritual growth. If effective, this model for storytelling might provide an alternative to 

the trends of modern technology, such as Facebook. The results of the project indicate 

that biblically-based creative non-fiction writing exercises can serve as tools for 

theological reflection. 



CHAPTER ONE 

SACRED STORIES: A PROPOSED TOOL FOR REFLECTING ON LIFE'S HOLY 

MOMENTS 

As a child, I loved to read. My favorite book series were the popular Nancy Drew 

mysteries and a volume of biographies featuring the childhood stories of famous people. I 

remember reading about the adventures of a young Abe Lincoln and being enthralled by 

the tales of Amelia Earhart. I would stay up past my bedtime reading. I read through all 

of the biography books on my local library's shelf. I was fascinated by the childhood 

stories of people who would go on to become famous as adults. Even though I probably 

did not comprehend it at the time, I was learning about the life stories that formed these 

American heroes. Looking back, I think these books started not only the beginning of my 

love of non-fiction but also the beginning of my call to storytelling. In a variety of roles 

throughout my life, I have worked to make space for people to tell their stories and often, 

through writing, gave voice to these stories. From sports writer to chaplain to editor and 

content manager, I engaged with people's life stories. As a writer and editor, I sat with 

people as they reflected on their accomplishments, challenges, callings, and goals. 

Through written stories, I created tangible expressions and affirmations of their journeys. 

As a chaplain, I listened to people's stories, responding with pastoral care. Asking family 

members in the waiting room of the emergency department a question as simple as "Can 

you tell me what happened?" begins to move individuals from shock to recognition of the 

1 
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transpiring events. Recently, my calling has evolved from not only providing space for 

people to tell their stories, but also providing them with the tools to do so. 

Stories serve a multitude of purposes. They nurture the imagination and provide 

entertainment. They stimulate healing and laughter. They teach us new things and remind 

us of old things we cherish. Anne Lamott says that stories serve as vehicles through 

which we glean "shards and glimmers and bits of the mosaic of truth." She writes, 

You get them through storytellers. You get them around campfires. You get them 
in one poem that someone thrusts at you because there's a chance you may really 
get it And what that means to get it is they're offering you the chance to get a 
little bit of who they are; and in getting who they are, you little by little start to 
understand the truth of your own spiritual identity.1 

Through stories passed from generation to generation, we absorb the wisdom of people 

who have gone before us.2 The Bible contains stories of people's experiences of God. 

Adam and Eve appeared naked before God. Jacob wrestled with God. Naomi blamed 

God for her loss. Moses saw God in a burning bush. Jonah ran from God. In the stories of 

the Bible, we find not only the stories of biblical characters but our stories and God's 

stories as well. These stories help us order our own experiences and reveal reality.3 

Anne Lamott, "Anne Lamott's Words to Leaders," Faith & Leadership, online: 
ht^://www.faithandUeadersWp.com/feamres/articles/anne-lamotts-wo 
(accessed 4 August 2011). 

Alida Gersie and Nancy King, Storymaking in Education and Therapy (London: 
Jessica Kingsley Publishers Limited, 1990), 23. 

Danna Nowell Fewell and David Miller Gunn, Narrative in the Hebrew Bible (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1993), 1. 

http://www.faithandUeadersWp.com/feamres/articles/anne-lamotts-wo
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When we tell our own stories, we begin the process of reflection and meaning-

making.4 In his autobiography, Frederick Buechner writes, "If God speaks to us at all 

other than through such official channels as the Bible and the church, then I think he 

speaks to us largely through what happens to us."s According to scholars, the first 

documented written life stories appeared five centuries before Christ.6 Augustine's 

Confessions in the fourth century represented a style of writing similar to the 

autobiographies of our modern area. By the eighteenth century, diaries and other personal 

documents became more common.7 Alida Gersie and Nancy King write, "The Bushmen 

of the Kalahari desert say that without a story of one's own, one hasn't got a life of one's 

own. All people need is to find and express their own story in order for each person's life 

to qualify as a life of one's own, a truly individuated experience."8 When we tell our 

stories, we affirm the worth of our own voice.9 When we tell our stories, we learn about 

ourselves, our world, and God. 

Edward O. de Bary, Theological Reflection: The Creation of Spiritual Power in the 
Information Age (Collegeville, Minn.: Liturgical Press, 2003), 73. 

5 Frederick Buechner, Now & Then: A Memoir of Vocation (San Francisco: 
HarperCollins, 1982), 3. 

6 Pierre Dominice, Learning from Our Lives: Using Educational Biographies with 
Adults. (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2000), 38. 

7 Ibid. 

8 Gersie and King, 38. 

9 Ibid, 32. 
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A Writing Workshop as a Strategy for Reflection 

Growing up in the 1980s, I remember sitting at the table in our family's yellow, 

floral kitchen waiting for the phone to ring. The beige rotary phone sat on the counter 

next to the stove. As the primary tool for communicating with the outside world, my 

parents stationed it in our alley-shaped kitchen, the home's main thoroughfare. If I knew 

a friend planned to call to invite me over to play, I would wait by the phone impatiently 

because I did not want to miss that call. We did not have voicemail, an answering 

machine, portable phone or cell phone. Waiting was the only way to ensure 

communication. Three decades later, the way we communicate has changed drastically. 

We live in the digital age, where text messaging, Facebook, and e-mail have 

become some of the most common ways we connect with each other. We can 

communicate with hundreds of people at the same time and instantly with someone on 

the other side of the world. We live in the information age, where the tools of technology 

overload us with information. Through hundreds of television channels, millions of 

websites, and multi-use phones, we have access to more news and entertainment in one 

day than we could process in our entire lifetime. The tools of technology have changed 

the way we engage in business, shop, earn degrees, and network, and they have changed 

the ways we tell our stories. 

While we have gained easy access to a wealth of knowledge in this information 

and digital age, the knowledge is all external. Phones, computers, televisions, and even 

screens at the gas pump feed us a barrage of information. Amid all this noise infiltrating 

our everyday activities, we can find it difficult to hear our own story, to find a moment 
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for reflection, and to draw on our internal wisdom. In an age that celebrates constant 

entertainment and instant communication, are we taking the time to pay attention to our 

own stories? With the external narratives from modern media so prevalent, can we still 

recognize the holy in our own stories? Do we have the tools to tell our stories in 

meaningful ways? 

My project thesis, titled "A Study of Stories: Biblically-Based Creative Writing 

Exercises as Tools for Recognizing and Learning From Life's Holy Moments," seeks to 

determine whether writing exercises prompted by the book of Ruth can serve as vehicles 

for people to engage in theological reflection. In May 2011,1 planned and led a two-day 

writing workshop designed to provide space and tools for participants to write about, 

reflect on, and share their life stories. I developed ten creative non-fiction writing 

exercises inspired by the images, words, themes, and ideas in Ruth. Because this Old 

Testament book focuses predominantly on the voices and choices of women, I invited 

women in their twenties and thirties to attend the workshop. Nine women participated in 

the workshop, which was held at my family's lake house in Tennessee. I divided the 

workshop into four sessions, with each session focusing on a chapter of Ruth. After 

engaging in a few improvisation warm-up exercises to help stimulate creativity, 

participants received instructions and a time limit for each of the writing exercises. 

Participants were then invited to share or summarize what they had written with the 

group. 

This thesis project was designed to benefit participants by introducing writing as a 

possible tool for theological reflection. I created the writing exercises with the hope that 
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they would help participants write about, reflect on, and recognize the holy in their lives, 

while anticipating that they might learn and grow spiritually. In Chapter 2 of this project 

thesis, I will discuss theological reflection as a building block for learning and important 

tool for spiritual growth. In our technology-driven culture, where external narratives are 

pervasive and accessible with the push of a button, we easily forget that knowledge does 

not always come through smartphone apps. But when we engage in theological reflection 

by telling the stories of our lives, we do so expecting that we will learn something new.10 

Also in Chapter 2,1 will outline the elements of creative non-fiction writing exercises and 

explain the benefits of these exercises. In addition, I will discuss the characteristics of 

biblical narrative that make it apt for designing the exercises. 

In Chapter 3,1 will further explain the structure of the writing workshop and 

discuss this project's findings. This project includes both quantitative and qualitative 

methodology. The quantitative research involves participant surveys and scores from the 

writing rubric. The qualitative research focuses on narrative inquiry, looking at 

participant's writings and interviews to determine how they make meaning of their lives 

through their stories. Drawing from this research, I will evaluate the effectiveness of the 

writing exercises and whether participants wrote life stories, engaged in reflection, 

further developed their writing skills, and learned about Ruth. In Chapter 4, drawing on 

the results from the research instruments, I will discuss conclusions from the research and 

examine areas for improvements. The chapter will discuss larger implications of the 

research and potential directions for the future. 

10 John de Beer and Patricia O'Connell Killen, The Art of Theological Reflection 
(New York: The Crossroad Publishing Company, 1996), 50. 
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The ministry setting for this project thesis is Facebook, as I invited women from 

my network on this social media site to attend the workshop. As I will discuss later in this 

chapter, Facebook influences and changes how and where we tell our stories. Facebook 

has its benefits. For example, helping me connect with and invite women to attend the 

workshop. But, I worry mat as we depend on Facebook's formula for sharing about our 

lives, we lose the spiritual art of storytelling. I fear that technological advances 

increasingly rob us of opportunities for spiritual growth. 

Story 

Truly telling our stories takes more than 140 characters of a Twitter post or filling 

the box of a Facebook status update. A story contains a beginning, middle, and end. It 

contains a setting, a plot, and a main character - ourselves. When we tell our life stories, 

we write about a personal experience. We write as the narrator, sharing our thoughts and 

feelings about that event. Most likely, we cannot remember every aspect of a personal 

story. But truth and meaning lie in what we do remember. 

Holy 

Throughout this project thesis, I use the term "holy." The Merriam-Webster 

online dictionary defines the adjective "holy" as "having a divine quality" or "as if 

sacred."11 In this thesis, I will not seek to elaborate on this definition other than to say 

that holy is both wholly, as we live into our God-like image, and Holy, as God is present 

in our lives. We can engage in theological reflection without having concrete definitions 

11 "Holy," Merriam-Webster, online: http://www.merriam-
webster.com/dictionary/holy (accessed 6 August 2011). 

http://www.merriamwebster.com/dictionary/holy
http://www.merriamwebster.com/dictionary/holy
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and explanations for what we learn in the process. Often, putting specific words to what 

we experience feels futile, so we tell stories instead. Buechner writes, 

To try to express in even the most thoughtful and theologically sophisticated 
terms the meaning of what God speaks through the events of our lives is as 
precarious a business as to try to express the meaning of the sound of the rain on 
the roof or the spectacle of the setting sun. But I choose to believe [God] speaks 
nonetheless, and the reason that [God's] words are impossible to capture in the 
human language is of course that they are ultimately, always incarnate words. 
They are words fleshed out in the everydayness no less than in the cries of our 
own experience.n 

Theological Reflection 

Theological reflection is a process of learning related to an individual's or 

community's experience of God. The process assumes God's presence within the human 

experience and that the human experience can serve as a "source of deepening knowledge 

of God and self."13 Theological reflection values both the human experience and the 

wisdom of tradition.14 Edward de Bary writes, 

Ultimately theological reflection is the examination of events we experience to 
seek God's presence in our lives. It leads to our encounter with the divine Word, 
the divine incarnation as a present and eternal reality. Put more simply, 
theological reflection is a search for the most profound meaning we can 
encounter. It is done with the expectation that ultimate answers are always linked 
to the source of faith, the divine, the Creator.15 

Frederick Buechner, Listening to Your Life: Daily Meditations with Frederick 
Buechner (New York: HarperCollins, 1992), 3. 

13 de Beer and Killen, xi. 
14 Ibid, viii. 

15 Edward de Bary, "What About Theological Reflection? An Apologia," Trinity Wall 
Street, online: 
http://www.trinitywallstreet.org/files/faith/institute/2010/Theological_Reflection.pdf 
(accessed 17 January 2011). 

http://www.trinitywallstreet.org/files/faith/institute/2010/Theological_Reflection.pdf
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This project thesis engages biblically-based creative non-fiction writing exercises as tools 

for theological reflection, which will be discussed further in Chapter 2. 

Spiritual Growth 

John Claypool once said, "One of the best words for spirituality is 'already.' We 

often look for something we already have."16 We are spiritual beings, made in the image 

of our creator. Our spirituality encompasses our intellect, emotions, and actions.17 And 

when we engage in theological reflection, we engage all these aspects of ourselves. 

Therefore, theological reflection can lead to spiritual growth, as through the process we 

might make changes that affect "our values, hopes, loves, and commitments." This 

project thesis does not seek to measure spiritual growth, but cites spiritual growth as a 

possible outcome of completing writing exercises. As Chapter 3 will discuss, the research 

instruments asked participants whether they experienced spiritual growth as a result of 

participation. 

Biblical Narrative 

Biblical narrative refers to stories in the Bible that center on human characters, 

including "their speech and actions, their relations and desires, their ideas and 

institutions."19 Plot, a timely sequence of actions, is crucial to narrative and often leads to 

John R. Claypool, Professor of Preaching, "Preaching Pastoral Care" class attended 
by the author, Fall 2003, personal notes, McAfee School of Theology, Atlanta. 

17 de Bary, Theological Reflection, 72. 

19 Fewell and Gunn, 2. 
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some form of resolution.20 In Chapter 2, this project thesis will discuss the qualities of 

biblical narratives, such as the Old Testament book of Ruth, that lend themselves to 

engagement by the reader. 

Creative Non-Fiction Writing Exercises 

Creative writing exercises use prompts to stimulate ideas for beginning the 

writing process. While traditional writing assignments are designed to be instructional 

and prescriptive, creative writing exercises are inspirational. Traditional assignments 

encourage the writer to tell other people what they know or think, but creative writing 

exercises encourage the writer to draw out his or her internal knowledge. Traditional 

assignments state the obvious, while creative writing exercises draw out what might be 

hidden. Non-fiction exercises help people write about their own life stories. 

Recognizing the Holy in the Age of Facebook 

In 2008, when my friend gave birth to her first child, she distributed an e-mail to a 

specific list of friends and family members, sharing information about the new baby and 

the story of the birth, which occurred a month earlier than expected. A few days after 

receiving the e-mail, I followed up with a phone call and heard more of the birth story, a 

very joyful but also scary experience for my friend and her husband. In 2011, the same 

friend gave birth to her second child. I found out a week later when I logged on to 

Facebook and saw the photo and basic information about the new baby. This time, I was 

one of hundreds of her Facebook connections receiving the same information - and no 

story - at the same time. I missed the story. 

20 Ibid. 
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The prominence of social networking sites such as Facebook condition us to 

connect primarily with people in brief, positive, and virtual ways. We have stopped 

telling the stories. Facebook, a relatively new tool, changes how we tell our stories and if 

we tell them at all. We message each other more, but share our stories less. We share 

more with the multitudes, but we share less of ourselves. Quentin Schultze writes, 

Increasing the ease and reducing the cost of messaging does not normally improve 
the quality of our communication. Instead of knowing well, we spend more time 
merely messaging - quickly sending and receiving email missives, downloading 
and uploading digital files, and surfing through cyberspace. When we message 
too much, we begin to lose intimacy with others, and the natural world, the 
Creator, and even ourselves.21 

Our dependency on social media for sharing our story may be one reason a recent study 

revealed that people have a third fewer "confidants" in their lives now than they did 20 

years ago.22 People trade the time they used to spend communing with each other, God, 

and creation for relationships through phones and computers. 

Started in February 2004,24 Facebook grew to approximately 100 million users by 

the fall of 2008.25 Today, more than 750 million people around the world use the site.26 

21 Quentin J. Schultze, Habits of the High-Tech Heart: Living Virtuously in the 
Information Age (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2002), 48. 

22 Jesse Rice, The Church of Facebook: How the Hyperconnectedare Redefining 
Community (Colorado Springs: David C. Cook, 2009), 50. 

23 Schultze, 57. 
24 "Fact Sheet," Facebook, online: http://www.facebook.com/press/info.php7factsheet 

(accessed 6 July 2011). 

25 Rice, 50. 
26 "Statistics," Facebook, online: ht^://www.facebook.com/press/info.php?statistics 

(accessed 6 July 2011). 

http://www.facebook.com/press/info.php7factsheet
http://www.facebook.com/press/info.php?statistics
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As the number of users increased rapidly during the past three years, the site emerged as 

one of the primary tools people use to communicate with friends and acquaintances, share 

information about themselves, post photos and videos, send event invitations, create and 

connect with social groups, and more. Some of Facebook's users are as young as age 

1227, and 50 percent of all users log on to the site each day.28 Overall, people spend more 

than 700 billion minutes a month on the site.29 The site's motto is "Facebook helps you 

connect and share with the people in your life,"30 and in many ways it does just that 

Designed as a series of profiles, Facebook features people's profiles in identical formats, 

with sections for News Feed, Wall, Info, Photos, Events, Messages, and Friends. 

Facebook's formulaic profiles appear simple and easy to use - contributing to the 

popularity of the site. Everyone's profile - or life story - appears similar, with vacation 

and family photos, favorite bands and movies and interests, updates on their daily life, 

and of course, a list of friends. The site enables people to build a Friends list, connecting 

them with friends, family, acquaintances, former classmates, former colleagues, and 

anyone else with whom they might like to connect. And on a profile's News Feed, a user 

can see updates from all those friends on one page. 

For all its benefits, Facebook also has its limits, including promoting the telling of 

people's life stories in a specific way - brief and positive. The structure and design of 

Facebook profiles encourage people to provide brief glimpses of their story. There are no 

27 Rice, 72. 

28 "Statistics," Facebook. 

29 Ibid. 

Facebook, online: http://www.facebook.com (accessed 6 July 2011). 

http://www.facebook.com
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blank pages on a Facebook profile; instead, each element exists in a box. When Facebook 

users do share their experiences, they often share only information that paints a positive 

picture. Former minister Jesse Rice says that much of the climate of Facebook is based on 

fear - the fear of judgment from other users. "The emphasis is on being clever, not on 

being genuine,"31 writes Rice. People fear others might think negatively of them, so they 

post photos, information, and updates that paint only the most interesting picture of 

themselves, creating an online persona. Rice says, 

Facebook allows us to arrange the elements of our pages around its very simple 
framework, as though it were our blank canvas. By the way we arrange our 
canvases, we can invite observers to notice certain aspects about us even while we 
keep certain other aspects hidden. We can highlight our successes and downplay 
our failures.32 

Sharing the stories of our lives through technology allows people to hide behind screens, 

often robbing our stories of the authenticity necessary for developing relationships and 

growing spiritually.33 In many ways, Facebook has become a tangible forum for "keeping 

up with the Joneses." Facebook's News Feed contains the seemingly appropriately named 

"status" updates for all to read. Rice says that the list of Facebook friends reading these 

updates begin to function as one collective voice or invisible entourage. The collective 

voice drowns out our own voice. Rice writes, "But what people expect of us and who we 

Rice, 197. 

Ibid, 97. 

Schultze, 131. 
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really are can often be two different things, and it is increasingly difficult to discern 

between them as our friends list grows and the 'voice' gets louder."34 

In the digital age, the challenge is recognizing the ways technology affects how 

we tell our stories. Technology is not all bad, but as it becomes more prominent in our 

lives, we must be able to discern which habits bring meaning and grace to our lives and 

which can be replaced by the efficiency of technology.35 In the digital age, we are not 

only being conditioned to tell our stories in certain ways, we are also losing the places 

where we naturally share our stories. Many decades ago, the prominence of air 

conditioning in homes threatened these storytelling places. Instead of gathering on front 

porches or diners or community centers, people began retreating to their homes to cool 

off. Now, the Internet threatens these storytelling places. Urban sociologist Ray 

Oldenburg says American society has lost the traditional "third place" where human 

community and connections are formed.36 Gaillardetz explains, 

Yet while the advances in Internet technologies have offered us incredible 
convenience and the greatly expanded accessibility of the goods we desire, they 
have also robbed us of some of the most basic contexts for daily human 
engagement; for example, browsing with a friend in stores or discussing a 
research project with a librarian. A significant social consequence of this new 
reality is the phenomenon often referred to as 'cocooning' as Americans find less 
and less reason to leave their home and interact with any but a small circle of 
family, friends, and associates.37 

34 Rice, 145. 

35 Richard R. Gaillardetz, Transforming Our Days: Spirituality, Community and 
Liturgy in a Technological Culture (New York: The Crossroad Publishing Company, 
2000), 44. 

36 Ibid, 34. 

37 Ibid, 33. 
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The scene has become all too commonplace - a group of people sitting together at dinner 

focus on their phones and not each other. Rice writes, "In many ways, we are ever-

connected to anywhere other than here and now."38 With technology physically attached 

to our hips, we live in a tethered state.39 And in the process of being always connected, 

we have stopped telling our stories. People gravitate to the gadget in their pocket rather 

than the person sitting next to them. People favor the external narratives of technology 

instead of being present to the unfolding of their own life story. Max Frisch once 

remarked, "Technology is the knack of so arranging the world that we do not experience 

it"40 This statement might be somewhat extreme, but elements of our technology-based, 

24/7, always-on culture pull us out of active engagement with our own story. People have 

adopted a sense of busyness that distracts from mindfulness.41 Richard Stone writes, 

"There is so much that mitigates against the resurgence of storytelling. We live in a world 

ddicted to speed and the bottom line. Few of us have the patience to listen to stories, 

much less explore their deeper relevance for our spiritual and emotional well-being."42 

38 Rice, 146. 
39 Ibid, 142. 

40 Gaillardetz, 43. 
41 Ibid, 192. 

Richard Stone, The Healing Art of Storytelling: A Sacred Journey of Personal 
Discovery (New York: Hyperion, 1996), 10. 



CHAPTER TWO 

OUR STORIES: WRITING AS A VEHICLE FOR THEOLOGICAL REFLECTION 

Learning Through Reflection 

I remember the piles of small, white cards that littered my bedside table and desk 

as a child. My father had taken his old business cards and turned them into flashcards for 

my vocabulary words and multiplication tables. Bound together with a rubber band, these 

stacks of cards traveled with me throughout the house - kitchen table, couch, swing set -

as I studied for school tests. In twenty years of formal education, I used a lot of flash 

cards. From multiplication tables to geographic locations to historical dates to anatomy to 

Hebrew, I have been expected to learn by absorbing new information, memorizing facts, 

applying established methods to problem solving, regurgitating large chunks of 

information in essay form, developing arguments based on existing research, and 

summarizing the thoughts of experts. The overwhelming assumption in my formal 

education has been that knowledge is external. It lives outside the learner. Parker Palmer 

writes, 

First, in the conventional classroom the focus of study is always outward - on 
nature, on history, on someone else's vision of reality. The reality inside the 
classroom, inside the teacher and students, is regarded as irrelevant; it is not 
recognized that we are part of nature and of history, that we have visions of our 
own. So we come to think of reality as 'out there,' apart from us, and knowing 
becomes a kind of spectator sport. At best the classroom is a platform from which 
we view some subject.1 

1 Parker J. Palmer, To Know As We Are Known: Education as a Spiritual Journey 
(San Francisco: HarperCollins, 1993), 34. 
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The conventional educational approach Palmer describes requires the least investment 

firom students and teachers, it is the most impersonal, and the easiest to implement, and 

results emerge quickly. In a society where classrooms grow larger, we undervalue 

teachers, and educational opportunities steadily increase in cost, it is not surprising that 

"objectivist education," as Parker calls it, has become the norm. He says, 

We want a kind of knowledge that eliminates mystery and put us in charge of an 
object-world. Above all, we want to avoid a knowledge that calls for our 
conversion. We want to know in ways that allows us to convert the world - but 
we do not want to be known in ways that require us to change as well.2 

While we can easily manipulate this external knowledge, the knowledge that comes firom 

within can be messy. The disciplines of counseling, theology, spiritual formation, and art 

encourage learning through engagement with both the self and the world. These areas of 

study ask students to learn by drawing on their existing knowledge and applying it to 

concrete situations. In counseling, students must first understand the dynamics and 

effects of their own family of origin before they can provide guidance to other people. In 

spiritual formation, students first identify the ways in which they have already been 

formed and molded before they develop new spiritual practices. This form of learning 

requires that the individual maintain an intimate relationship with the subject matter, 

personally interacting with the world and not viewing it from a distance.3 According to 

Palmer, "People who write about education often remind us that the root meaning of 'to 

educate' is 'to draw out' and that the teacher's task is not to fill the student with facts but 

2 Ibid, 39. 

3 Ibid, 35. 



18 

to evoke the truth the student holds within."4 Existentialist philosophers believe that the 

important knowledge in life requires participation and commitment and cannot be learned 

by a detached observer.5 Donald Musser and Joseph Price write, "Ultimate truth is not 

something to be pondered with detached objectivity but to be inwardly appropriated in 

such a way that one's whole life is transformed."6 With an educational approach that 

seeks to draw out internal truth, we value the learner's experience in the world as much 

as the knowledge from the world, recognizing the sacredness of the human experience. 

My two-year-old nephew Sam knows that the rubber and canvas objects strapped 

to his feet every day are called shoes because someone told him. But how does he know 

that Elizabeth is my sister? At his age, he cannot comprehend the meaning of the word 

sister, and yet he figured out - he reflected on the experiences of the people in his young 

life - that Elizabeth and I go together and that he belongs to us. When he sees me, he asks 

"Where is E?" Even toddlers use reflection as a basic tool for learning. Soon, my nephew 

will likely enter into an educational system similar to the one in which I was raised, 

where external knowledge is emphasized. But I hope that somewhere along the way, my 

nephew's innate ability to reflect on his environment is encouraged - maybe even 

celebrated. It is human nature to look both outward and inward, and true learning and 

growth occurs when we further develop these skills of reflection and value our own 

experiences and insights. In most religions and cultures, humans search for meaning by 

4 Ibid, 43. 
5 Donald W. Musser and Joseph L. Price, eds., A New Handbook of Christian 

Theology (Nashville, Term.: Abingdon Press, 1992), 176. 

6 Ibid. 
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looking to the world for answers and by examining their own experiences of that world. 

To look only externally for meaning would lead to feelings of isolation and 

insignificance. To look only internally for meaning would lead to narcissism and 

disconnection from everyday life. Faith, education, vocation, and relationships are part of 

the search. Edward de Bary explains, 

As human beings we reflect, ask why about our lives, because we are drawn to 
seek meaning. We need meaning as much as we need food and drink. Our 
reflection is rooted in this human drive to understand, to make the truest and 
richest meaning possible of our lives.7 

Reflection is a powerful learning tool. While regurgitation and memorization of 

information create knowledge for the short term, reflection leads to insight, which leads 

to understanding, which leads to long-term knowledge - and then possibly change. Our 

ability to discover and learn directly relates to our ability to reflect on our life 

experiences.8 As we recount or examine a personal event, we automatically begin a 

process of reflection, searching for understanding, drawing conclusions, and planning 

future steps.9 If we do not value our own reflection, we stunt our learning and our 

growth.10 

Reflecting on the Holy in Our Life Stories 

In Listening to Your Life, Frederick Buechner writes, "There is no event so 

commonplace but that God is present within it, always hiddenly, always leaving you 

7 Edward O. de Bary, Theological Reflection: The Creation of Spiritual Power in the 
Information Age (Collegeville, Minn.: Liturgical Press, 2003), x. 

8 Ibid, 4. 

9 Ibid, 3. 
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room to recognize [God] or not recognize [God], but all the more fascinating because of 

that, all the more compelling and haunting."11 Buechner's book of daily meditations helps 

people reflect on the presence of God in their everyday lives. Ministers, such as 

Buechner, learn in seminary to practice and lead a specific type of reflective learning -

theological reflection. Often, theological reflection occurs in formal structures and 

settings, such as Sunday School classes, retreats, and small groups. But, theological 

reflection may be one of the most universal means of reflection because ultimately it is 

the search for meaning.12 Theological reflection can serve as a spiritual learning process 

for people from different religious traditions and in diverse settings. The prerequisite is 

not formal training but a desire to see the holy in everyday life, de Bary says, "Thinking 

theologically means looking at the richness of the human experience to discover its 

meaning by recognizing the transcendent factors that connect us to one another and the 

divine milieu."13 As with other forms of reflection, the outcome of theological reflection 

is learning - spiritual learning. Theological reflection prompts us to see in new ways 

God's presence in our lives, how we connect to other people, and how we fit into 

creation. The learning may not be immediate or automatic, but through the regular 

practice of theological reflection, we acquire insights that build on one another and may 

11 Frederick Buechner, Listening to Your Life: Daily Meditations with Frederick 
Buechner (New York: HarperCollins, 1992), 3. 

12 de Bary, Theological Reflection, 6. 
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lead to productive decisions.14 The decisions we make as a result of this reflection focus 

not on changing the world around us, but on changing ourselves. 

Similar to other forms of reflective learning, theological reflection relies on the 

internal knowledge and personal experience of the learner. Individuals bring their own 

unique life stories, experiences of God, and understanding of the holy to the process of 

theological reflection. John de Beer and Patricia Killen write, 

On the deepest level the meaning of events is never fully plumbed by us 
immediately. That is why the events of our lives, when non-defensively 
approached in reflection, can be parables for us, like the parables of Jesus. 
Parables are stories that draw us in and men, through surprising shifts, unbalance 
us and allow us to experience and notice new perspectives on life. Parables are 
rich resources of insight and invitations to transformation. In theological 
reflection our lives become the same.15 

Telling our stories and asking questions about them often leads to "a yearning for 

something deeper."16 The Baptist principle of the priesthood of the believer is echoed in 

this process of personal transformation and growth.17 While not negating the importance 

of community in theological reflection, the Baptist tradition recognizes and honors the 

individual's role in relating to God. Baptists believe that God created each individual in 

God's image, and therefore, individuals are not only competent but are also responsible 

14 Ibid, 43. 
15 John de Beer and Patricia O'Connell Killen, The Art of Theological Reflection 

(New York: The Crossroad Publishing Company, 1996), x. 

16 Kent Ira Groff, Writing Tides: Finding Grace and Growth Through Writing 
(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2007), 52. 

17 Walter B. Shurden, The Baptist Identity: Four Fragile Freedoms (Macon, Ga.: 
Smyth & Helwys Publishing, Inc., 1993), 23. 



for making their own moral, spiritual, and religious decisions. This means that each 

person reaches different outcomes. Through theological reflection we grow spiritually, 

but each person experiences this spiritual growth differently. Through theological 

reflection we recognize the holy in our lives, but each person names the holy in different 

ways. Writing about how people view divine response to their prayers, Barbara Brown 

Taylor says, 

.. .[it] is one of those beauties that remain in the eye of the beholder. What sounds 
like an answer to one person sounds like silence to another. What seems like 
providentially big fish to someone registers as blind luck for someone else. The 
meaning we give to what happens in our lives is our final, inviolable freedom. 
Only you can say whether God answered you.19 

Numerous tools and structures exist for reflecting theologically, from engaging with 

Biblical text and religious traditions to sharing personal experiences, such as divine 

response to prayers, in weekly class settings and spiritual retreats. This thesis project 

focuses on biblically-based creative non-fiction writing exercises as tools for theological 

reflection. 

Telling Life Stories Through Writing Exercises 

Writing with pen and paper slows me down. I type approximately 70 words a 

minute. And, with a new smart phone, my texting skills are getting faster. Like many 

people in this Facebook age, I feel pressure to type and text quickly. My purpose is 

usually to respond to someone - over e-mail or text or Facebook - or to solicit a 

18 Ibid, 24. 

19 Barbara Brown Taylor, An Altar in the World: A Geography of Faith (New York: 
HarperOne, 2009), 182. 
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response. When I write with pen and paper, I remember the blue- and red-lined paper of 

my childhood. When I first learned to write, I wrote my name in big sprawling letters 

across the page. Sometimes I wrote two to three sentence stories about my dog, Boston, 

or my little brother, Samuel. I was in no rush. I took time to tell the story. I wrote for my 

own pleasure. As adults, we can benefit from remembering how we wrote as children -

fully engaged, without editors, without external motives, for ourselves. Stephen 

Nachmanovitch explains, 

Any time we perform an activity for an outcome, even if it's a very high, noble, or 
admirable end, we are not totally in that activity. That is the lesson we draw from 
watching a child disappear into play. To dive into the instrument, to dive into the 
craft of acting or playing, into the micromoment, into what it's like to move our 
finger over the instrument, to forget mind, forget body, forget why we are doing it 
and who is there, is the essence of craft and the essence of doing our work as art. 
To the extent that we thus empty ourselves we can be spiritual artists.20 

Writing can serve as a tool for recapturing the spiritual art of reflecting on our lives - of 

engaging in theological reflection.21 The act of writing starts with taking the time and 

space to observe our surroundings, then recording what we experience. The written 

word provides a unique freedom. It encourages people to pause, to reflect, and to set their 

own pace. When we write our own life stories, we do not record our entire view of the 

world. We cannot write everything we know, everything we see, and everything we 

experience, or capture every thought on a piece of paper. Our three-dimensional lives 

must fit into a one-dimensional page. Writing forces us to define our feelings, to locate 

Stephen Nachmanovitch, Free Play: Improvisation in Life and Art (Los Angeles: 
Jeremy P. Tarcher, Inc., 1990), 146. 

21 de Bary, Theological Reflection, 73. 

22 Groff, 9-10. 



insights, and create order from chaos. The process of writing moves us toward 

understanding and resolution.24 "In essence, we write to discover what we think," Luann 

Budd says.25 In this way, writing serves as a basic tool for reflective learning in all fields 

of study.26 Writing our life stories can act as a natural part of theological reflection, 

stimulating spiritual growth and recognition of the holy in our lives. 

Creative non-fiction writing exercises, familiar to many professional writers, can 

serve as tools for helping people write and reflect on their life stories. Creative writing 

prompts stimulate ideas for beginning the writing process. They are not instructions for 

writing, but instead they provide a starting point. They are not outlines or prescriptions 

for content, but instead allow for freedom. By design, they encourage the writer to draw 

out his or her internal knowledge. For example, a traditional assignment for a group of 

seminary students might be "Write your personal history of attending church." But a 

creative writing exercise might be "Write about an early memory of church that you can 

relate to your sense of touch. Begin with mis phrase, 'I remember the feel of the ...'" 

While the traditional assignment serves to order memories and experiences so that they 

can be shared with other people, creative writing exercises encourage internal reflection 

on a specific topic so that the writer might be prompted to learn something new. For 

example, a group of runners might be asked to describe their passion for running. But to 

23 Luann Budd, Journal Keeping: Writing for Spiritual Growth (Downers Grove, 111.: 
InterVarsity Press, 2002), 84. 

Peggy Tabor Millin, Women, Writing and Soul-Making: Creativity and the Sacred 
Feminine (Asheville: Story Water Press, 2009), 124. 

25 

26 Ibid, 24. 

25 Budd, 84. 
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help discern why they run, a creative writing prompt might ask them to "Write the story 

of your favorite race" or "Describe the first pair of shoes you remember running in." 

Creative writing prompts might also invite the writer to engage with poems, photography, 

nature, fellow writers, or a biblical text, as this thesis project will do. The unexpected 

nature of creative writing prompts serves to drown out the internal critic and external 

narratives prevalent in our culture. 

One of the most important aspects of creative writing exercises is freewriting, the 

act of writing quickly without stopping to plan or pausing to edit. In a group setting or 

writing alone, each exercise contains a set time. With freewriting, the writer continues 

writing until the time has elapsed, even if the writer thinks he or she has nothing more to 

write. When it seems there are no more new thoughts, the writer might write over and 

over again, "I have nothing more to write. I have nothing more to write." The physical act 

of writing often stimulates additional thoughts. Natalie Goldberg describes writing as an 

athletic activity. The technique of freewriting pushes the writer beyond self-imposed 

limits - like a sprinter running yet another 100-yard dash when she feels exhausted. 

Goldberg explains, 

And just like any other sport, it takes practice. Behind the football we see on TV, 
the players have put in hundreds of hours before the big game. The muscles of 
writing are not so visible, but they are just as powerful: determination, attention, 
curiosity, a passionate heart.27 

Similar to an athletic activity, growth occurs when writers push themselves beyond their 

limits. If we write only what comes easily, then most likely we will not gain any new 

27 Natalie Goldberg, Old Friend From Far Away: The Practice of Writing Memoir 
(New York: Free Press, 2007), 1. 



insights. Vinita Hampton Wright says, "Creative work pushes personal boundaries and 

causes people to examine their lives."28 When we engage in writing our life stories, when 

we are fully present in the process, then writing can lead to meaningful theological 

reflection. 

Using Writing Exercises Prompted by Biblical Narrative 

"Because primitive Christianity revolves around personal, not prepositional, truth, 

its richest insights come down to us in stories about people," Palmer writes. If we seek 

to write about and reflect on the holy in our own stories, then the Bible is a natural place 

to engage. As an anthology of people's stories, the Bible recounts people's engagement 

with God and understanding of the divine presence in their lives. Old Testament biblical 

narratives, especially, tell us a story, recounting tales of humans' joys and struggles with 

their Creator and creation. Robert Alter writes, 

Almost the whole range of biblical narrative, however, embodies the basic 
perception that man must live before God, in the transforming medium of time, 
incessantly and perplexingly in relation with others; and a literary perspective on 
the operations of narrative may help us more than any other to see how this 
perception was translated into stories that have had such a powerful, enduring 
hold on the imagination.30 

Alter, along with Danna Nowell Fewell and David Miller Gunn, propose reading biblical 

narrative from a literary-critical perspective rather than historical-critical perspective. A 

historical-critical approach seeks to determine the original author, audience, setting, and 

28 Vinita Hampton Wright, The Soul Tells a Story: Engaging Creativity with 
Spirituality in the Writing Life (Downers Grove, 111.: InterVarsity Press, 1998), 20. 

29 Palmer, 57. 

30 Robert Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative (New York: Basic Books, 1981), 22. 
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meaning of the text.31 Reading biblical narrative from a literary-critical perspective, the 

reader considers the final form of the text, allowing for multiple meanings that are 

"inescapably bound up with their interpreters." With this perspective, the reader 

approaches the reading of the text in a similar way to a novel or short story, paying 

attention to character development, plot shifts, and language. This approach 

acknowledges the gaps that are characteristic of biblical narrative. With a noted economy 

of words, biblical narrative presents a minimal description of physical setting, characters, 

and dialogue.34 Fewell and Gunn explain, 

Biblical characters are seldom described in any detail. Their thoughts are rarely 
revealed. The reasons for their actions are only occasionally reported. Yet, 
centuries of readers and listeners have related to their stories. Why? Because the 
open construction of biblical characters has allowed, even compelled, readers to 
imagine, to speculate, to psychologize, if you will, about what makes these people 
tick. Readers are quick to fill the gaps, to give voice to the silences about 
character, even when they are unaware of doing so.35 

The writers of biblical narrative provide just enough information to tell the stories. 

Viewing biblical narrative from the literary-critical perspective, the reader takes 

an active role. As creative non-fiction writing exercises seek to engage people in their 

own story, biblical narrative demands the reader engage in its story. Fewell and Gunn 

Danna Nowell Fewell and David Miller Gunn, Narrative in the Hebrew Bible (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1993), 7. 

32 Ibid, 9. 

Danna Nowell Fewell and David Miller Gunn, Compromising Redemption: 
Relating Characters in the Book of Ruth (Eugene, Ore.: Wipf & Stock Publishers, 2009), 
13. 

Joel Rosenburg, "Bible: A Biblical Narrative," in Back to the Sources: Reading the 
Classic Jewish Texts, ed. Barry W. Holtz (New York: Summit Books, 1984), 39. 

35 Fewell and Gunn, Narrative in the Hebrew Bible, 51. 



write, "As readers, we are not mere recipients of a given meaning. The text only comes 

alive when we engage it."36 Joel Rosenburg echoes this sentiment: 

By virtue of its general accessibility to readers, its ability to generate thought and 
interpretation, its pungent wit, and its keen eye for the complexities of human 
motivation, biblical literature becomes the instant possession of its users. Not that 
it is ever possessed fully, or that it unlocks all of its secrets, even after several 
readings. The Bible is a mischievous companion, and one soon finds that its 
words speak on several levels at once.37 

Barry Holtz describes reading the Torah as an interactive occupation for rabbis, saying, 

"active grappling with God's living world" includes discovering secret meanings and 

finding things that were old and new at the same time.38 The qualities of biblical narrative 

- engagement by the reader, multiple meanings, economy of words, and complexities of 

stories - make Old Testament books, such as Ruth, ideal for developing biblical-based 

writing prompts. 

Stories are powerful because they are neither prescriptive nor finite. We find in 

our story, biblical stories, and God's story the freedom to reflect on multiple meanings. 

We find the freedom to associate our own experiences and knowledge of the world with 

the meaning of a story.39 Narrative imitates life, creating people and events to which we 

can relate.40 When we read a biblical text, we bring to the story our own story, 

experiences, and knowledge. Through recognizing the holy in the stories of the Bible, we 

36 Ibid, 50. 
37 Rosenburg, 31. 
38 Barry W. Holtz, Back to the Sources: Reading the Classic Jewish Texts, ed. Barry 

W. Holtz (New York: Summit Books, 1984), 16. 

39 Fewell and Gunn, Narrative in the Hebrew Bible, 107. 

40 Ibid, 47. 
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recognize the holy in our lives as well. And, as we attune ourselves to the holy in our 

lives, we become more inclined to see the holy in other people's stories, including ancient 

texts. Jacqueline Lapsley writes, 

The Bible assumes a reader capable of judging, deciding, detennining, 
interpreting, because we have all eaten of the fruit. In that sense, Scripture is 
offered to us in the hope and trust that we will read it with all of our God-given 
intelligence. In sum, the word of God does not always float on top of the text, 
obvious and transparent in every case. Instead, we sometimes must use our full 
capacities as readers and hearers to discern the whispers that also make a claim 
upon us as a word from God.41 

Readers must enter the story and not stand outside it in order to truly engage the biblical 

text.42 Informed by history, tradition, and our own experiences, we can expect to 

encounter God in scripture and expect that God will tell "us something significant, even 

revelatory, about ourselves, about who God is, and about our life together."43 This thesis 

project encourages participants to engage the biblical narrative of Ruth, recognizing holy 

moments in its story and their own lives. 

Reading Ruth as Inspiration 

Located in the Old Testament between Judges and Samuel, the book of Ruth is a 

straightforward narrative with all the elements of a traditional story - specific setting, 

major characters, conflict and challenges, plot, and ending with resolution. With the 

characteristics of a biblical narrative, the narrator uses an economy of words to paint a 

limited picture of the story world of Ruth. The reader must fill in the gaps regarding 

41 Jacqueline E. Lapsley, Whispering the Word: Hearing Women's Stories in the Old 
Testament (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2005), 18. 

42 Ibid, 11. 

43 Ibid, 19. 



related events and characters' motivations. Fewell and Gunn write, "It is though we are 

invited to join the narrator in constructing the story. Careful and imaginative 'gap filling' 

enriches the reading experience."44 Immediately, the first five verses introduce the 

characters and the challenges they face. Naomi's husband and sons have died, leaving her 

with two daughter-in-laws, Ruth and Qrpah. With these deaths, the reader senses that 

Naomi's life is now devoid of meaning and that the four chapters of the book of Ruth will 

address her problems.45 

Narrated by an unnamed person, the book of Ruth projects a predominantly 

female perspective. And, unlike any other book in the Bible, the two main characters are 

women and a large amount of the dialogue occurs between women.46 Athalya Brenner 

says the book of Ruth expresses the female voice more authentically than any other book 

in the Bible. She writes, "The book of Ruth was never called 'the book of Boaz' or 'the 

book of Elimelech.' Its title has always had a preference for female experience."47 The 

three main female characters begin the book in the same place but take different paths. 

Orpah returns home to the family and land she knows. Naomi returns home and 

ultimately seeks meaning in her life through the birth of a child. Ruth decides to journey 

with her mother-in-law to a new place. As characteristic of biblical narrative, the text 

rarely explains the characters' motivations. Naomi in many ways seems to represent the 

44 Fewell and Gunn, Compromising Redemption, 16. 
45Lapsley,91. 

46 Richard Bauckham, Gospel Women: Studies of the Named Women in the Gospels 
(Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2002), 2. 

47 Athalya Brenner, A Feminist Companion to Ruth (Sheffield England: Sheffield 
Academic Press, 1993), 24. 
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traditional female role, emphasizing relationships with husband and children. In contrast, 

Ruth never expresses a need for either. Unlike her mother-in-law, Ruth does not seem to 

define her identity through traditional family structures. The reader does not know why 

Ruth makes the decisions she does - to care for her mother-in-law, to initiate a 

relationship with Boaz, to marry Boaz, and to have a child. Fewell and Gunn write, 

Ruth, of all the main characters in this story, is by far the most enigmatic. Because 
her speech is less frequent and more cryptic than that of either Naomi or Boaz, the 
reader has more difficultly determining the extent of her awareness, defining her 
motivation, and pinpointing her tone.4 

While Ruth is the most enigmatic, she is also the most active of the characters, and 

maybe this is why the book bears her name. 

The book of Ruth consists of just four chapters, but it contains numerous themes. 

For example, in contrast to Judges, the book that precedes it, Ruth focuses on a small 

community's relationship to God and the loving kindness the characters show to each 

other.49 Lapsley says the story demonstrates that the "health of the community depends 

quite directly on the health of the people's life with God."50 The experience and role of 

the foreigner is also a subject prominent in Ruth. Over and over again in the text, Ruth is 

referred to not by name but as "Moabite." Renita Weems describes Ruth as a story of 

healthy friendship between women. She writes, "Their friendship is a welcome contrast 

to the numerous other stories in the Bible which portray women competing against one 

48 Fewell and Gunn, Compromising Redemption, 94. 
49 Amy-Jill Levine, "Ruth," in Women's Bible Commentary, ed. Carol A. Newsom 

and Sharon H. Ringe (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1992), 84. 

Lapsley, 105. 
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another for status, power, and men: Hagar and Sarah, Rachel and Leah, Miriam and her 

sister-in-law, to name a few."51 The book of Ruth also focuses on the subject of suffering 

and divine injustice. Lapsley refers to Naomi as a female version of Job, as she states her 

case against and seeks answers from God.52 Richard Bauckham points out that the final 

verses of the book, which outline the genealogy from Naomi to David, seek to connect 

Ruth with the larger biblical story.53 

This project thesis focuses on the theme of change in Ruth. Ruth tells a story 

about women's voices, but it also tells of women's choices. In the first chapter, the 

women stand at a crossroads. Their lives have changed, and they each have a choice to 

make. Weems writes, "The women had to make their own decision, without the help of 

intervening powers. One woman decided to go back. One opted to go forward. One sunk 

into despair."54 The book explores questions related to change in women's lives - both 

change forced upon the characters and change that they initiate. Merle Feld names some 

of these questions: 

What happens when people, when women, stand at a crossroads? How do you 
find your true path in this world? What role does love play in charting the course? 
How do unforeseen consequences unfold from the choices we make and the 
relationships we enter into, and how are our characters forged by the ways in 
which we improvise responses to what fate throws our way? Does the decision to 
commit our lives to an "other" represent the abdication of personal responsibility 
or the strongest expression of personal courage? How do we mediate the 

51 Renita J. Weems, Just a Sister Away: A Womanist Vision of Women's Relationships 
in the Bible (Philadelphia: Innisfree Press, Inc., 1988), 29. 

52 Lapsley, 98. 

53 Bauckham, 5. 

54 Weems, 29. 
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boundaries between ourselves and those we choose to care for? Those we are 
obligated to care for? How do we emerge from loss and mourning? How do our 
experiences with death, with the loss of those we have loved, force us to re-create 
ourselves?55 

It is not difficult for readers, especially female readers, to identify with the story of Ruth, 

Naomi, and Orpah. Change is a universal experience. Fewell and Gunn write, "We reread 

biblical stories because we see something of our own stories in them. As we gain new 

perspectives on the Bible, we gain new perspectives on ourselves. And often we do not 

have to wait until the end to acquire these new insights."56 

55 Merle Feld, "At the Crossroads," in Reading Ruth: Contemporary Women Reclaim 
a Sacred Story, eds. Judith A. Kates and Gail Twersky Reimer (New York: Ballantine 
Books, 1994), 166-167. 

Fewell and Gunn, Narrative in the Hebrew Bible, 107. 



CHAPTER THREE 

TELLING STORIES: THE EFFECTIVENESS OF WRITING EXERCISES FOR 

RECOGNIZING THE HOLY 

Years ago, back when I wore pigtails and jelly bracelets, I saw the anxiety. Each 

year, the church my family attended hosted an official "Bring a Friend to Church Day," 

and my parents allowed my brother and me to each invite one friend to church. 

Practically, an additional two kids were all that would fit in our 1987 silver Chrysler 

rnini-van. Otherwise, I would have invited a whole van full of friends; many did not 

attend church regularly, if at all, and I was excited to introduce them to this big, beautiful, 

friendly place that was like a second home. But I quickly learned that "Bring a Friend to 

Church Day" should have come with the tagline "clothes not included." Almost every 

time I asked a friend to join me at church, her face would fill with anxiety as she 

explained, "But I do not have any Sunday clothes." Usually, I convinced her that special 

clothing was not necessary or she would wear something of mine. At church, I saw the 

same anxiety, as my friend would try to figure out the right moments to sit and stand with 

the congregation during worship. There existed a tension — the place that provided such 

love and community for me seemed intimidating and elitist to others. 

When I started to plan the writing workshop for this project thesis, I knew I 

wanted it to be a place where Sunday clothes - and other unnecessary accoutrements -

were not required or expected. I wanted to remove barriers, such as language, Bible 

knowledge, professed beliefs, and tradition, so that people could feel free and welcomed 
34 



to engage with the holy in their lives in their own way. In my written invitation to the 

workshop, I attempted to remove presumptions people might have about Ruth, writing 

exercises, and the process of reflection. I also did not assume people possessed a 

familiarity with these subjects. In the invitation, I talked about Ruth, saying "Prior to the 

retreat, everyone will be asked to read Ruth from the Bible (it's a short, 4-page story). 

The retreat will not be set up as a Bible study, but the stories of women in Ruth will serve 

as inspiration for us to reflect on our own lives" (see Appendix M). In referring to the 

writing exercises, I wrote, "The writing exercises are ones I have created. They are 

designed for anyone to use - you don't have to be a professional writer or an expert on 

Ruth. I'll give you guidelines for the exercises that will make them easy to use - like 

giving you a recipe for banana bread" (see Appendix M). I did not specify that people 

needed to come from a specific religious background, denomination, or faith tradition. 

Also, I did not specify that they needed to believe certain things about God. I wanted to 

provide space and the took for anyone seeking an opportunity for spiritual growth and 

reflection. Written and verbal invitations explained the spiritual elements of the 

workshop, including reading the book of Ruth and reflection on their lives. Invitees could 

self-select whether the workshop interested them. 

I sent the workshop invitation to my Facebook network of women in their 

twenties and thirties. Knowing that logistics limited the workshop to approximately 10 

participants, I narrowed the demographics of invitees to women in this age range. Since 

the writing exercises were based on Ruth, a book predominated by female characters, a 

workshop for women seemed a natural choice. And, as a female in her mid-thirties, the 
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effectiveness of mis project among my peers, especially those who are active on social 

networking websites, interested me. I also knew that my Facebook network was broadest 

among this age range, so, practically, I might receive a better response. 

Developing Creative Writing Exercises 

As mentioned in Chapter 2, a variety of themes appear in Ruth. For the writing 

exercises in this project thesis, I chose to focus on the theme of change. For a group of 

females in their twenties and thirties, I thought change offered the most universal of 

experiences. By the age of 20, every person experiences significant change in their lives -

whether physical, spiritual, emotional, intellectual, developmental, etc. Unfortunately, in 

our technology-driven, always-on culture, endings and beginnings are no longer 

"ritualized and formally prepared for us. Instead, they are simply events that we try to 

move beyond as quickly as possible," writes William Bridges.1 As we become 

conditioned to a Facebook culture of endless status updates, we have stopped telling our 

stories of change. They become just another blimp on the screens of technology. I 

designed the creative non-fiction writing exercises with all this in mind. I hoped the 

exercises would lead people to reflect on their experiences of change and in them, 

recognize the holy. 

The first step in developing creative non-fiction writing exercises based on Ruth 

involved reading Ruth. As discussed in Chapter 2,1 read Ruth from a literary-critical 

perspective, engaging the text as I would any story. I wondered about the characters' 

backgrounds and personalities; about their thoughts and motives, and about their hopes 

1 William Bridges, Transitions: Making Sense of Life's Changes (Cambridge: Perseus 
Books Group, 2004), 108. 
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and anxieties for the future. I tried to engage the story as if reading it for the first time. In 

the second step of developing the exercises, I read Ruth and identified specific images, 

words, phrases, emotions, and gaps in the text. Third, I highlighted the identified items 

that related to the theme of change in each chapter. 

As a writer and journalist for more than a decade, I understand the type of 

prompts that generate authentic responses from people - that lead them to tell a story. I 

have been trained as an interviewer to ask questions that encourage elaboration, 

reflection, and the telling of life stories. Combining this experience with knowledge about 

the structure of creative writing exercises, I developed exercises inspired by the story in 

Ruth. I created several exercises for each chapter of the book (see Appendix I). The 

exercises were inspired by specific verses, phrases, themes, or ideas. For example, in 

Ruth 1:20-21, Naomi says, "Do not call me Naomi; call me Mara, for the Almighty has 

dealt very bitterly with me. I went out full, but the Lord has brought me back empty. Why 

do you call me Naomi, since the Lord has witnessed against me and the Almighty has 

afflicted me? Based on these verses, I developed the following writing exercise for the 

first session: 

Pick an emotion that you have experienced often. Write a story about a time that 
emotion was overwhelming - so overwhelming that maybe it defined you. Like 
Naomi, give that emotion a proper name - make up a name. You might start your 
story with something like: "They should have called me Amber because I was so 
ambivalent..." 

In the second chapter, the verb "glean" appears 12 times. Inspired by the repeated use of 

this word, I developed the following exercise: 

All scripture citations are from the New America Standard Version unless otherwise 
noted. 



'To glean" means to "gather bit by bit." Write a story about a time you gleaned 
something. Use the word "glean" in your story. What did you glean? Was it easy 
or difficult? How much did you glean? How did you do it? 

For, chapter four of Ruth, I developed only one exercise. Based on the gate mentioned in 

Ruth 4:1, the exercise instructed participants to write about three different gates in their 

lives. I designed the final exercise differently from the others. This exercise instructed 

participants to write everything they know about change in any style or form of writing. 

Through this exercise, I wanted to allow time and space for participants to intentionally 

reflect on the stories they wrote during the weekend. 

A Plan for Evaluating Writing Exercises 

In order to determine whether the writing exercises I created could serve as 

vehicles for people to engage in theological reflection, I planned and led a two-day 

writing workshop. An informal study of Ruth preceded the workshop. Nine women 

attended both events. In the informal study and the workshop, I wanted to create a safe 

space for people to engage in theological reflection. Building community among this 

specific group of people for this one-time study and workshop helped to create a safe 

space. A few people knew each other, but most people met for the first time. These 

aspects helped to establish the study and workshop as places apart from people's 

everyday lives - places where they had the time and freedom to reflect. 

Participants attended the informal study of Ruth on May 12,2011, approximately 

two weeks before the workshop. Before the study, I asked participants to read Ruth and 

consider a list of questions, which included noticing gaps in the story and making note of 

instances of change (see Appendix O). After brief introductions and sharing dinner 
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together, I gave participants an overview of this thesis project, including some basic 

information about creative non-fiction writing exercises, improvisation exercises, and the 

surveys and interviews they would complete. I talked about why I pursued a Doctor of 

Ministry degree and how my passion for storytelling and writing led me to this specific 

project thesis. I emphasized that I would not be evaluating people's writing but would be 

evaluating the effectiveness of the writing exercises I created. Then, while I left the room, 

the participants completed the Pre-Workshop Survey. Afterwards, I led a discussion 

about the book of Ruth. The women talked about when and if they had read Ruth and 

their previous impressions of the story. Many of the participants were most familiar with 

Ruth 1:16-17, as they had heard these verses read at weddings. 

The group talked about the time and place of the story and the difference between 

their lives as women in America in 2011 and the lives of Naomi, Ruth, and Orpah. In 

addition to talking about instances of change and gaps in the story, participants spent a lot 

of time discussing the characters' possible motivations. The group characterized Naomi 

as a determined woman occupying a low status in society who orchestrated a way to 

work the societal system and get what she wanted - a child. But Ruth's motivations left 

the group wondering about the woman whose name headlines the book. In particular, 

participants wondered why Ruth decided to follow Naomi in the first chapter. They 

wondered if Ruth knew Naomi was smart, Ruth had no one to go home to, she knew what 

lay at home and didn't want to go there, she sought adventure, or she followed her 

intuition. The discussion of this crossroads moment - where Naomi, Ruth, and Orpah 
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have change forced upon them and make choices - led participants to begin to talk about 

their own experiences with and reactions to change. 

A few weeks later, May 21-22, the same group of women gathered at my family's 

lake house in Chattanooga, Tennessee, for the writing workshop. Holding the workshop 

in a beautiful setting away from the routine of daily life helped to create a space for 

engaging in theological reflection. The lake house sat in a quiet setting with few external 

distractions. The house possessed ample space for people to sit together or alone. The 

writing workshop (see Appendix N) began on Saturday morning, as participants arrived 

at the lake house. The group gathered on the main floor of the house in the great room, 

which included a large sofa and comfortable chairs, plus a dining table. One wall of the 

room featured all glass doors, so everyone inside had a panoramic view of Chickamauga 

Lake. Once again, I asked the group to engage in personal introductions. This time, 

participants paired up and shared a little bit about themselves (ex: hometown, occupation, 

family, etc.) and the story of their name. Each person introduced the other person in their 

pair to the group. With a weekend focused on telling personal stories, I wanted to start the 

workshop with people telling stories to each other. I also thought sharing these stories 

would help build community and create a safe space for people to engage in reflection. 

Before the first writing session of the workshop, I provided the group with 

instructions and some suggestions for the writing exercises: 

• You are writing about your own life and no one knows more about it than you. 
You are the expert here. No one is going to tell you that you are wrong. 

• For all exercises, try to write a story, with a beginning, middle, and end. 
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• Write the first story that comes to mind. Go with it and do not think too much 
about it. 

• For each exercise you will be given a set amount of time. The goal is to keep 
writing until time is up. When you think you have nothing more to write, then 
write "I have nothing more to say" over and over again until you come up with 
something else. 

• Reflection is the goal, not perfection. 

• After each exercise, there will be time for people to share what they have written 
during the exercises. You can read what you have written or talk about it You do 
not have to share. But if someone does, I ask that we all keep what we hear and 
talk about this weekend in confidence with one another. 

Each of the four sessions followed the same format, beginning with one or two 

improvisation exercises and then the writing exercises. For the shorter writing exercises 

(IS minutes or less), participants remained with the group in the great room. But for the 

longer exercises (20 minutes or more) that concluded each session, participants spread 

out in the great room, deck, screen porch, and bedrooms, which were all on the main 

level of the house. 

To begin each writing session, I led participants in a variety of improvisation 

exercises. During 2011,1 enrolled in improvisation classes at Dad's Garage, a theatre 

company in Atlanta. At the time of the workshop, I had completed two of the four class 

levels. Early on in my improvisation experience, I learned that practicing the 

fundamentals of improvisation helped develop helpful skills for everyone - not just 

people seeking to be stage actors. Improvisation encourages the development of active 

listening, making strong offers, accepting offers, being present in the moment, taking 

risks, speaking clearly, and being creative. Through improvisation, I learned to expect 

failure, and that failing at an activity on stage often generates laughter from the audience. 



Committing to the activity, whether done well or poorly, is a key to improvisation. 

Improvisation and creative writing exercises have several common goals: being creative, 

being present in the moment, taking risks, and committing to an activity whether you 

succeed or fail. In planning the structure of the workshop, I knew that if people were 

going to sit and write for several hours a day, I needed to incorporate a variety of 

activities. Improvisation exercises provided a quick (each one lasts about five minutes) 

and physical activity to introduce the sessions. I also predicted that these exercises would 

help build community, as they require a group to work together and individuals to be 

vulnerable in the group. After the retreat, one participant said of the improvisation 

exercises: "What you do physically with your body, you end up doing with your inner 

work stuff too. I think it was a great transition" (see Appendix H, Participant C). During 

the weekend, I led participants in the following improvisation exercises: 

• Count 1-2-3: In pairs, participants count to three, with one person saying the 
number "1 , " the other person saying "2" and so on back and forth. As the exercise 
progresses, " 1 " is replaced by a clap,"2" is replaced by a stomp with a foot, and 
"3" is replaced by a dance. 

• Change Three Things: In pairs, participants begin by facing each other and 
noticing their partners' physical appearance. Then, participants turn away from 
each other and each one has 15 seconds to change three things about their 
appearance. The partners turn back to face each other and try to figure out what 
has changed about the other person. This is repeated three times. 

• Zip, Zap, Zop (also: Tomato, Potato, Zucchini): Standing in a circle, one 
participant begins by saying "zip" and pointing to someone. This person then 
points to someone else and says "zap." The person receiving the "zap" points to 
another person and says "zop." This pattern continues, usually getting faster, until 
someone makes a mistake in the order. When the pattern is broken, everyone in 
the circle claps and cheers. 

• Bunny, Bunny: Standing in a circle, participants begin by chanting "ku-ja, ku-
ja." One person begins by saying "bunny, bunny" and pointing at herself, then 
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saying "bunny, bunny" and pointing at someone else in the circle. The person 
receiving the "bunny, bunny" men repeats this same action. When one person is 
saying "bunny, bunny," the two people on each side turn toward her, and wave 
their arms and say "tokey, tokey." 

• Build a Scene: One participant stands in an empty space and begins a simple 
repetitive motion. Other participants jump into the scene as they feel led, 
engaging in their own repeated motion that relates to other people's motions. 

• Circuits: While participants are standing in a circle, a category is named (for 
example, types of fruit). Each person identifies a specific item in the category and 
points to someone else in the circle. This continues until there is a set pattern (or 
circuit) of naming items and pointing to a designated person. This pattern 
continues until a mistake is made or there is confusion. One or two additional 
categories are named, so several circuits are occurring at the same time. 

The improvisation exercises provided a light-hearted and playful activity. In talking about 

creating an atmosphere for theological reflection to take place, Edward de Bary says a 

relaxed atmosphere is better than a serious one. He writes, "Often when we are playful 

without seeking, we uncover new significance. The sign of laughter is an omen of 

relaxation to the kind of openness that makes it possible to explore new ground, new 

thoughts, and new patterns of life."31 hoped the improvisation exercises would help set 

the tone for writing and reflection. 

After starting each session with improvisation exercises, I read out loud a chapter 

of Ruth to the group. I read from the New American Standard Version. This reading 

immediately preceded the writing exercises. The reading of the text served to remind 

people of the story so that they might hear the connection between the text, the writing 

exercises, and their own stories. In the informal study of Ruth held a few weeks prior to 

the workshop, the group discussed the story of Ruth as an oral tradition, possibly passed 

Edward O. de Bary, Theological Reflection: The Creation of Spiritual Power in the 
Information Age (Collegeville, Minn.: Liturgical Press, 2003), 143. 



down from mother to daughter or among female friends and family members. Reading 

the text out loud also honored this tradition. One participant mentioned how much she 

enjoyed hearing the text read. She said, "What I would have really loved, and this is a 

personal preference, but I love being read to. I so loved when you read the chapters to us, 

and I think I would have liked more of that" (see Appendix H, Participant D). 

Results of the Research 

This project thesis seeks to determine the effectiveness of creative non-fiction 

writing exercises based on the book of Ruth in helping people engage in theological 

reflection. I used three types of measurement tools to evaluate the writing exercises -

surveys, interviews, and a writing rubric. I also anticipated that as a result of the writing 

workshop participants might gain new insights in their lives, improve their writing skills, 

learn about Ruth, and grow spiritually. The measurement tools evaluate these outcomes 

as well. 

Before completing the measurement tools, participants randomly drew numbers 1 

through 9. These numbers were unknown to me as the investigator and allowed me to 

maintain objectivity in evaluating the results and helping to provide participants with 

confidentially. Each person wrote her randomly assigned number on the top of both of 

her surveys and her writings. 

Pre-Workshop Survey 

Participants completed two surveys as part of the workshop. The surveys served 

to provide background information and to measure possible outcomes. Participants 

completed the Pre-Workshop Survey (see Appendix A) during the informal Bible study 



two weeks prior to the workshop. The survey consisted of two pages, and participants 

completed the survey with pen and paper in a group setting. The Pre-Workshop Survey 

was divided into five sections: Questions on Ruth, Writing Questions, Reflection 

Questions, Change Questions, and Technology Questions. 

Questions on Ruth The questions on Ruth were designed to determine 

participants' prior knowledge of Ruth. The results (see Appendix B) show that prior to 

the workshop, six of the nine participants had read the book of Ruth and two had 

previously participated in a formal study of the book. The remaining question in the 

section, which asked about knowledge of Ruth, also appeared on the Post-Survey 

Workshop. This question served as a starting point to measure any increase in knowledge 

as a result of the workshop. 

Writing Questions In the section focused on writing, four of the participants 

indicated that they previously participated in a writing workshop. So, conclusions drawn 

from this workshop might be relevant for people with strong writing backgrounds and 

those without. The four additional questions in this section, which asked participants 

about their writing skills and comfort level with writing, also appeared on the Post-

Workshop Survey. These initial questions provided a starting point to analyze whether 

writing skills changed as a result of the workshop. 

Reflection Questions In the section of the survey focused on reflection, the 

majority of participants (five) indicated that they seek to recognize holy moments in their 

lives on a weekly basis. In the other reflection questions, which asked participants if they 

felt they had tools and time to recognize holy moments in their lives, responses were 
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spread out across the six-point scale. I included these questions on the survey in order to 

determine whether participants engaged in regular theological reflection prior to the 

workshop. The range of responses indicated that participants have an array of habits 

related to reflecting on the holy in their lives. Therefore, conclusions drawn from this 

workshop might be relevant for people with strong theological reflection experience, 

people with some experience, and those with little. 

Change Questions The one change-related question in the survey asked 

participants how much they associated change in their lives with anxiety, fear, 

contentment, and optimism. Since the writing exercises in the workshop asked 

participants to write about experiences of change, I anticipated that one possible outcome 

of the workshop might be a shift in the emotions participants associate with change. This 

same question appeared on the Post-Workshop Survey. 

Technology Questions Since the ministry setting for this project thesis is 

Facebook, the Pre-Workshop Survey included questions about participants' use of the 

social networking site. Eight of the nine participants indicated that they log into Facebook 

at least a few times a week. Three of the participants indicated that they post Status 

Updates on Facebook at least weekly. Other participants cited that they post "monthly" or 

"rarely." Responses to these questions confirmed that all participants are familiar and 

regular users of Facebook. The responses also demonstrate that participants have a 

variety of habits related to Facebook, and therefore, conclusions drawn from the project 

might be relevant for people with a variety of Facebook routines. 
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Post-Workshop Survey 

In order to evaluate certain outcomes from the writing workshop, the Post-

Workshop Survey repeated six of the questions from the Pre-Workshop Survey. 

Participants completed the Post-Workshop Survey (see Appendix C) at the conclusion of 

the workshop. This survey included two pages, and participants filled it out using pen and 

paper. 

Ruth Question In order to determine if participants gained knowledge about the 

book of Ruth from the workshop, this question was included on both surveys: How much 

do you know about the book of Ruth? The questions used a six-point scale, with 0 

indicating "nothing" and 5 indicating "a lot" Table 1 shows that while six of the 

participants indicated a greater knowledge of Ruth, two indicated their knowledge 

remained the same, and one participant indicated a decrease in knowledge. On the 

following tables, the character P stands for participant and is listed with the participant's 

randomly assigned number. 

Table 1: How much do you know about the book of Ruth? 

Pre-Survey 

Post-Survey 

P I P2 P3 P4 P5 P6 P7 P8 P9 

4 

3 

2 

1 

A v 
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It surprised me to see a decrease of knowledge of Ruth expressed in this question. I 

anticipated that through reading and discussing the book, all participants would learn 

something about the text. I wondered if the participant who marked a lower score on the 

Post-Workshop Survey forgot how she responded originally. Or, after reading Ruth, she 

might have recognized the depth of the text and had unanswered questions. A better 

question for the survey might have asked participants if they learned anything about Ruth 

as a result of the workshop. The Post-Workshop Interview did ask this particular 

question. 

Writing Questions Answers to the four writing questions produced similar 

confusing results. Tables 2 through 5 show that while many participants indicated an 

increase in their writing skills, others indicated a decrease. These questions also used a 

six-point scale, with 0 indicating "weak "or "not at all" and 5 indicating "strong" or 

"very." 

Table 2: How comfortable are you with the writing process? 

/ ^ 

Pre-Survey 

1 Post-Survey 
0 

P I P2 P3 P4 P5 P6 P7 P8 P9 



5 
4 
3 
2 
1 
0 

P I 

Table 3: How would you rate your writing skills? 

/ —Pre-Survey 

Post-Survey 

P2 P3 P4 P5 P6 P7 P8 P9 

Table 4: How comfortable are you writing about your own 
life? 

y •Pre-Survey 

Post-Survey 

P I P2 P3 P4 P5 P6 P7 P8 P9 

Table 5: How would you rate your writing skills in telling your 
own life stories? 

> Pre-Survey 

Post-Survey 

P I P2 P3 P4 P5 P6 P7 P8 P9 

Prior to the workshop, I anticipated that participants might improve their writing skills as 

a result of the writing workshop. Based on the survey results (see Appendix D), this 

conclusion cannot be drawn. Several participants rated their writing skills lower after the 



workshop, which surprised me. I wondered if these participants found the writing 

exercises more difficult than they expected and therefore lowered the evaluation of their 

own skills. The wording of the questions might also have caused confusion. Another 

possible flaw in the surveys might be that when they completed the Post-Workshop 

Survey, participants did not recall how they responded to the same questions in the Pre-

Workshop Survey. 

Workshop Questions This series of questions provided more conclusive findings. 

On a six-point scale, with 0 indicating "not helpful" and 5 indicating "very helpful", 

participants were asked to evaluate the effectiveness of specific elements of the writing 

workshop. As shown on Table 6, all elements received a rating of 3 or higher from each 

of the participants. The writing exercises and workshop leader received the highest 

ratings. 

Table 6 
How effective were the following elements of the workshop in helping your write your 
life stories? 

PI P2 P3 P4 P5 P6 P7 P8 P9 Total 

Book of Ruth 

Workshop Leader 

Writing Exercises 

Improvisation Exercises 

Schedule 

3 

4 

4 

4 

4 

3 

3 

3 

2 

3 

4 

4 

4 

4 

4 

3 

5 

5 

3 

3 

2 

5 

4 

2 

3 

4 

4 

4 

4 

4 

3 

5 

4 

4 

5 

5 

5 

5 

5 

5 

4 

5 

5 

5 

4 

31 

40 

38 

33 

35 

Participants were also asked about the effectiveness of the workshop in helping them 

reflect on their life, recognize holy moments, gain insights into change in their lives, and 
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experience spiritual growth. These questions used a six-point scale, with 0 indicating "not 

at all" and 5 indicating "very." All participants marked the positive side of the scale for 

each of the questions. The results indicate that the workshop was most effective in 

helping people reflect on their lives, with eight of the nine participants marking a 4 or 5. 

Six of the nine participants marked a 4 or 5 when asked if the workshop helped them gain 

insights into change in their lives. Finally, all nine participants indicated that they would 

participate in another writing workshop and that they would participate in a workshop 

focused on writing life stories. 

Writing Exercise Rubric 

As part of the writing workshop, each participant completed nine writing 

exercises. Using the Writing Exercise Rubric, I evaluated each story in order to measure 

the effectiveness of the exercises in helping participants write about and reflect on their 

own life stories of change. The rubric (see Appendix K), which I created, consisted of the 

following categories: 

• Voice: Strong, clear narrative voice describing personal event. 

• Organization: Clear beginning, middle, and end. 

• Content: Focused on personal event of change. 

• Depth: Reflections evident with statement of new insight(s). 

These four categories directly related to the purpose of this project thesis and the writing 

instructions given to the participants. During the workshop, I instructed participants to 

write personal stories of change from their lives (Voice, Organization, Content), with the 

hope that they might be led to reflect on the holy (Depth). The rubric used a four-point 
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scale to measure effectiveness in each category. Each story could receive a possible high 

score of 16 points and a possible low score of 4 points. Drawing on my experience as a 

non-fiction writer and editor for more than twelve years, I read participants' stories and 

used the rubric to evaluate effectiveness of the exercises. 

In adding together the scores of the nine participant stories for each exercise (see 

Appendix L), the exercise could receive a possible high score of 144 points and a lowest 

possible score of 36 points. Scores for the exercises ranged from 75 points (exercise 10) 

to 105 points (exercise 3). This range of scores indicates that some exercises were more 

effective than others. Four of the exercises scored 99 points or higher: 

• Exercise 3 (105 points): Pick an emotion that you have experienced often. Write 
a story about a time that emotion was overwhelming - so overwhelming that 
maybe it defined you. Like Naomi, give that emotion a proper name - make up a 
name. You might start your story with something like: "They should have called 
me Amber because I was so ambivalent...." 

• Exercise 1 (104 points): Every person in the workshop shares one word (no 
proper nouns or foreign words) that comes to mind when they think of the book of 
Ruth. Each person writes down all the words that are shared so that you have a list 
of words in front of you. Now, write a personal story using all the words on the 
list. 

• Exercise 9 (101 points): Tell me about a morning when you woke up and were 
startled to discover that something had changed. Where were you sleeping? What 
changed? What was your reaction? 

• Exercise 6 (99 points): Write your "History of Waiting." When do you 
remember waiting for something? Consider writing about the first, the longest, the 
shortest, the most exciting and/or the most excruciating time you waited for 
something. 

Three of these exercises occurred at the end of one of the sessions, where participants 

wrote for 20 minutes. For exercises earlier in the sessions, participants had a shorter 

writing timeframe. The longer time period might explain why these three exercises 
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received higher scores than the others. Participants might have had more of an 

opportunity to think about the story they would tell before they began writing. Or, the 

additional time allowed them to further develop the story as they wrote. Scores across the 

four categories were similar for each of these four high-scoring exercises. These results 

lead me to conclude that more effective exercises provided 20 minutes or more of writing 

time. 

The two exercises receiving the lowest overall scores of 75 and 76 points were 

similar in that they used one specific word or image in the instructions: 

• Exercise 5 (76 points): "To glean" means to "gather bit by bit." Write a story 
about a time you gleaned something. Use the word "glean" in your story. What 
did you glean? Was it easy or difficult? How much did you glean? How did you 
doit? 

• Exercise 10 (75 points): Tell me your memory of a gate - literally or 
metaphorically. Now, describe a different gate. And, tell me about one more gate 
in your life. 

Other exercises in the workshop allowed participants to choose from a list of words or 

ideas. The words "glean" and "gate" might have been too specific and not allowed 

participants enough creativity or freedom to tell their own stories. In Exercise 5, none of 

the participants' writings scored higher than a 2 in organization, indicating a weak story . 

structure. And, in Exercise 10, none of the participants' writings scored higher than a 2 in 

depth, indicating little reflection. Analyzing the category scores of other exercises, none 

of them had scores of only 2 or less. Based on these results, I concluded that the least 

effective exercises focused on just one word. 

Looking at the scores of individual stories, each could receive a possible high 

score of 16 points and a low score of 4 points. Evaluating the scores of the 90 writings, 
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67 writings received a score of 9 or higher, more than half the total points possible. The 

other 23 writings received a score of 8 or lower, less than half the total points possible. 

Participant 1 was the only person whose stories all received a score of 9 or higher. Two 

of her stories scored 14 and one 15. Other participants' story scores varied depending on 

the exercise. One story received a score of 4, the lowest total possible. 

For each writing exercise, participants were instructed to write a story from their 

own life. Stories ranged from childhood stories of running away from home to getting a 

speeding ticket to leaving for college to being pregnant. The first three categories in the 

rubric evaluate the elements of the story, whether it described a personal event (Voice), if 

it was written in the form of a story (Organization), and if it focused on a change event 

(Content). The fourth category on the rubric, Depth, evaluated reflections and new 

insights in the story. Participants were not specifically instructed to reflect on their 

stories, but as discussed in Chapter 2, writing can serve as a natural form of reflection. I 

anticipated that an outcome of writing about life stories would be theological reflection. 

Since the primary goal of this thesis project was leading people to reflect on the holy, 

Depth seems like an important category to analyze. I anticipated that some reflection 

might occur as people wrote their stories and that additional reflection might occur in the 

days and weeks that followed. As with other categories, I scored each exercise in Depth 

with a 1 through 4. No specific patterns or trends emerged in this category. The four 

exercises that received the highest overall scores also had the highest scores in the Depth 

category. Reading through participants' stories (see Appendix J), some of the reflections 

and new insights are apparent'. 
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• These struggles have manifested a beautiful friendship, and as I have clung to 
my cup this year, I have also realized that it's overflowing (see Appendix J, 
Participant 1). 

• Perhaps this was a way to control the situation - to have the upper hand: the 11 
year old daughter controls the situation by trying to give her mother an out: 'Here' 
my 11 year old self said to her - "this is absurd - look how absurd your leaving is 
- daughters shouldn't be giving mothers pictures to remember them by. It should 
be the other way around' (see Appendix J, Participant 3). 

• I guess my story is more about a change in perspective than an actual change - 1 
now perceived the full story of my Dad - something he had and hidden from us 
all along (see Appendix J, Participant 4). 

• I guess it is no huge surprise that I chose to pretend in such a gritty way -
empathy is my gift, and even then I was fascinated with how it would feel in the 
shoes of someone who suffered very differently from me (see Appendix J, 
Participant 5). 

• I am writing about this dark time in my life when I abused drugs, binged and 
purged, [?], over-exercised, stole clothes and items from stores, had promiscuous 
sex, and used laxatives so I can keep her in the past where she belongs. She had to 
go through that self-abuse to survive her dysfunctional family, but now she is 
growing into a large, healthy, strong tree on solid ground who draws on Christ 
and the Church and her Christian family of friends for support, love, and 
nurturance. Her relationship with Christ is the core of who she is, and her tree 
produces much fruit of the spirit (see Appendix J, Participant 7). 

• I found a home that did not have a specific role for me based on my gender. In 
fact they challenged me to do more because of my gender. To consider 
professions I'd never considered could be mine (see Appendix J, Participant 8). 

• I like to think that as I've grown older (and hopefully a bit wiser), that I am no 
longer afraid of change. In fact, I find myself pushing for change in ways that 
sometimes surprise me (see Appendix J, Participant 9). 

The rubric scores indicate that participants did engage in reflection as they wrote their 

stories. And, the personal and insightful nature of specific stories also demonstrates that 

reflection occurred during the workshop. Because people wrote about their own lives, 

they naturally engaged in theological reflection. As seen in these short excerpts from their 
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stories, the writers recognized places of grace, grief, giftedness, growth, and the holy in 

their lives. 

Post-Workshop Interview 

I conducted two interviews to help determine the effectiveness of the workshop in 

helping people write about and reflect on their life stories. I audio-recorded and 

transcribed all the interviews. The Post-Workshop Interview (see Appendix E) took place 

immediately following the workshop, while all participants were still gathered at the lake 

house. This interview was held in a group setting, with participants responding to the 

questions as they felt led. Not all participants responded to every question. Through this 

interview, I wanted to gather the group's immediate feedback and reactions to the 

workshop. Specifically, I wanted to hear if participants had already identified learning or 

growth outcomes. 

Did you learn anything about Ruth as a result of this workshop? Responses to this 

question focused on the workshop offering a new way to engage with the text One 

participant said, "I feel like I had read Ruth and heard a lot about it in church and Sunday 

School and everything, but I thought about it in a new way this weekend, thinking about 

Ruth and Naomi as actual people and not just a Bible story" (see Appendix H). 

Did you learn anything about yourself as a result of this workshop? Most of the 

participants who responded to this question talked about being surprised by which life 

stories they ended up writing about and how they gained insights because of the 

unexpected subject matter. One participant said, "I think I was surprised about what came 

up. There is something about whatever comes to mind just write about it, but I didn't 



expect the things that came up to be important to me" (see Appendix H). Another 

participant remarked, 

.. .you start out thinking 'oh this is a topic I've thought about so many times' but 
in the process of writing about it - 1 found that I never really ended up exactly 
where I started. So, I would always come to a new conclusion about something. 
It's an interesting way to look into your own stories or reflections (see Appendix 
H). 

Did you gain new insights related to change in your life as a result of this 

workshop? Question three in the interview elicited just two responses, with participants 

talking about how the writing exercises led them to think about important milestones and 

sayings in their lives. 

Did you gain new insights into the role of the holy in your life as a result of this 

workshop? Reponses to this question varied, with two people talking about how they 

often fail to reflect on holy moments in their lives. Another person said that the workshop 

offered them training in being more fully present. And two participants talked about how 

the workshop itself, with all the different people and activities, was a holy act. One 

person said, "And this weekend, in some ways I felt like Patricia put this together just for 

me. It really felt that way - all the writing prompts and everything - 1 was just like, it's 

been perfect" (see Appendix H). 

Did you experience spiritual growth as a result of this workshop? Participants 

again talked about the workshop providing a new way to engage the biblical text. They 

used the phrases "self-guided" and "self-discovery" to talk about the experience. One 

participant said, "My husband always talks about the importance of self-discovery and 

what you can discover for yourself. Why rob someone else of self-discovery. I feel like 
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by writing, by having a guide, and by having that story it was all about self- discovery" 

(see Appendix H). Several participants talked about the safe atmosphere and "great group 

of women" gathered at the workshop. Participants indicated that these two things made 

the weekend a unique and meaningful experience. One participant remarked that she 

wanted "more time to share about how other people go about recognizing holy moments 

in their lives. I think we had this really great, amazing group of women there, and I think 

it would have been really great to hear more from others about that aspect of their lives." 

Follow-Up Interview 

I conducted the Follow-Up Interview (see Appendix G) with each participant 

approximately two weeks after the workshop. Some of these individual interviews were 

conducted over the phone and some in person. As discussed in Chapter 2, the process of 

reflection is not always immediate, often we learn through reflection over a period of 

time. With this knowledge about the reflective learning process, I thought the Follow-Up 

Interview would offer important insights into the effectiveness of the writing exercises. I 

asked each participant three questions about outcomes of the workshop: did she gain 

insights into change in her life, did she gain insights into the role of the holy in her life, 

and did she experience spiritual growth. And, in the final two questions, I asked how the 

workshop could have been more effective in helping her tell her story and reflect on holy 

moments. 

Did you gain new insights related to change in your life as a result of this 

workshop? In response to the first question, all of the participants answered in some form 

of the affirmative. One participant talked about recognizing a need to let go of certain 
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things in her life. Another participant said she realized how much she was currently in a 

process of change. One person responded, "Yes, definitely. I think when I was reading 

back through the stories I realized that I am not very thoughtful about transition in my 

life" (see Appendix H, Participant H). And one person, who began by responding with "I 

don't know," went on to explain a significant insight she had from the weekend. She 

responded, 

One of my big insights was that change can feel good. It didn't feel good that 
weekend. I felt really overwhelmed with how much things were changing. But the 
weekend really helped me reflect on all the times when change felt really good to 
me, really natural. And, I had forgotten about that (see Appendix H, Participant 
D). 

Did you gain new insights into the role of the holy in your life as a result of this 

workshop? This question garnered a variety of responses. Several people did not use the 

term "holy" in their response, but did talk about spiritual insights. For example, one 

participant said, 

I think it was more of like - not that there are little altars everywhere, but kind of. 
How very interconnected we are and how spiritual we are and how we affect other 
people and don't even know it That has all been definitely magnified. Even 
people - we are walking altars. And really, the altar is what comes out. That's 
what I got (see Appendix H, Participant C). 

Participants who used the term "holy" in response to the question indicated that the 

workshop helped them recognize holy moments. One participant said, 

It made me realize how spiritual or holy my life really is, and I just don't really 
acknowledge it as much. I feel like by being prompted to recognize the holy in my 
life has been really important for me - recognizing those moments, naming them, 
and giving them the importance that they deserve (see Appendix H, Participant 
B). 

And another participant said, 
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I feel like reflecting on the weekend that I actually thought about holy moments 
... you have to work at them. Not arduously, but like you can be thoughtful about 
the time you take to reflect on the holy. And that has been hard for me lately 
because I'm going through a lot. I don't plan that (see Appendix H, Participant 
D). 

Did you experience spiritual growth as a result of this workshop? This question 

had the greatest variety of responses. Participants talked about exploring new church 

options, looking at the Bible in a new way, being more in touch with emotions, 

recognizing similarities to other people, and looking at things through a spiritual lens. 

How could the workshop have been more effective in helping you tell your story? 

Participants provided several suggestions and ideas, including using different spiritual 

writings as a basis for the exercises, prompts more specifically focused on change, more 

time for sharing in the group setting, having people read their writings out loud, and 

incorporating opportunities for people to draw. In answering this question, people also 

mentioned aspects of the retreat they found most helpful, including the randomness of the 

writing exercises, the balance of writing time and free time, improvisation exercises, and 

the willingness of all participants to share. One participant talked about the aspects of the 

workshop that made her feel safe. She said, 

I think one thing that was really helpful was the setting, and the people and the 
sense of safety. The structure was helpful. I think knowing that we are going to 
read this story and we are going to pull things from it was helpful. There were 
some unexpected things to it, but kind of having that all set up helped me relax 
more. It made me comfortable. So it wasn't hard for me to kind of tap into things 
because I was at ease where I was at Because of the people around me, the way 
the things were set up - 1 felt safe (see Appendix H, Participant C). 

How could the workshop have been more effective in helping you recognize holy 

moments in your life? The final question of the Follow-Up Interview garnered similar 
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responses from all the participants. The majority of the participants said that more 

discussion of holy moments during the workshop would have been helpful. They 

mentioned offering definitions of holy moments, sharing what holy moments mean to 

each person, and having a writing exercise specifically focused on a holy moment One 

person explained, 

May be more exploration into different text and different perspectives on holy 
moments and what that means. I think that term 'holy' can easily feel 
inaccessible. People think like 'wow, holy moments that sounds profound and 
maybe I don't experience that sort of thing.' So, sort of bring down to earth the 
phrase 'holy moments' and what that might mean to different people (see 
Appendix H, Participant A). 

In Chapter 4,1 will discuss this feedback regarding the definition of holy moments and 

ways the workshop could be more effective. 



CHAPTER FOUR 

BIBLE STORIES: HOW SCRIPTURE INSPIRES WRITING EXERCISES 

Conclusions from Workshop Research 

This project thesis set out to determine whether writing exercises prompted by the 

book of Ruth could serve as vehicles for people to engage in theological reflection. 

Through the data collected, it became apparent that the biblically-based creative non-

fiction writing exercises served as tools for helping people reflect theologically on their 

lives. Not every writing exercise led to reflection and insights, but through participation 

in the two-day workshop, participants wrote about, reflected on, and recognized the holy 

in their lives. In some instances, they also experienced spiritual growth. 

Conclusion #1: Workshop Provided a Space for Writing and Sharing of Personal Stories 

The first conclusion drawn from the research was that during the writing 

workshop participants wrote life stories. This was one of the goals of the project thesis. 

The stories from the writing exercises provide evidence of this conclusion. 

In the weeks leading up to the writing workshop, I feared that the writing 

exercises would fail to lead participants to write. I imagined that the women in the group 

would look back at me with blank stares and tell me they could not think of anything to 

write. I know that writing intimidates a lot of people, especially when sitting before a 

blank page and being asked to write life stories. I wondered if this group of women, only 

one a professional writer, would be able to fill notebook pages with stories from their 
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lives. Through the setting, instructions, schedule, and warm-up activities, I worked to 

create a safe space where people would feel comfortable writing. 

The more than 50 pages of stories from the workshop provided a clear conclusion 

to my initial anxiety - people wrote. The scores from the Writing Exercise Rubric also 

give evidence to this conclusion. In a Follow-Up Interview, one person said, 

I don't write a lot at all. But you made it okay to write. And, I felt very 
comfortable writing. I think your emphasis on 'it doesn't have to be good. Just 
keep writing whatever comes out. Just put something down.' I mink that was 
really helpful. The goal wasn't perfection or wonderful penmanship (see 
Appendix H, Participant D). 

Another person remarked, "And your questions and your exercises were so helpful to do 

that because it wasn't like here is an open tablet and go write. Instead, you gave a guided 

activity, like a framework so that we could do our reflections, which was really helpful" 

(see Appendix H, Participant E). Not only did participants fill pages of their notebooks 

with stories from their lives, but they often filled the notebooks with very personal 

stories. Some stories focused on car trips and Christmas mornings and waiting in a 

doctor's office, but people also wrote stories that carried with them a great deal of 

emotion. One participant wrote about finding out about her father's addiction to alcohol 

and his admission into rehab. Another recounted the day her mother left their family. One 

story expressed the struggles of a career change and another told of the pain of a 

miscarriage. A participant wrote about her mother being hospitalized, saying, "It felt 

dramatic and unreal, and I wished my sisters were there. I didn't have anyone I could 

really talk to, and the people who could help me understand, weren't there" (see 

Appendix J, Participant 9). And, another told of her dysfunctional family, writing, "The 
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memories of how I felt most of the time when I was in the house are sad. I felt very alone, 

isolated, and left to fend for myself (see Appendix J, Participant 7). The private nature 

of the stories surprised me, as did participants' willingness to allow me to copy their 

notebooks full of stories for inclusion in this project thesis. These acts communicated a 

great deal of trust and respect And, from the stories, I conclude that the workshop 

provided a space for writing personal stories. 

From the workshop, I can also conclude that it provided a safe space for the 

sharing of stories in community. After each writing exercise, I provided time for people 

to share what they had written. From the beginning, I indicated that the sharing of stories 

was not a requirement in the workshop and participants should not feel pressure to share. 

But I wanted to offer the opportunity after each exercise because I knew that through the 

sharing of stories, we not only learn about other people, we learn about ourselves. Stories 

connect us to each other, demonstrating our similarities and uniqueness at the same time. 

I thought the sharing of stories would help to build community. I also predicted that the 

sharing of stories might help to create a safe atmosphere where people felt comfortable 

writing their personal stories. Hearing someone else's story might lead others to engage 

in a similar story in their own lives. 

After every exercise, at least one person shared her story, and throughout the 

session each person shared her story at least once. Instead of reading their stories straight 

from the page, participants briefly summarized the story they had written. Often, people 

shared reflections on the story, why they wrote about that topic, the emotions associated 

with the story, or elements of the writing process that were challenging. In the Post-
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Workshop Interview, several people commented on the ease and comfort of sharing in the 

group: 

• I really valued the sharing time afterwards. And given our group, no one felt 
obliged to share all the time or no one stayed completely silent. We all felt 
comfortable sharing when we felt led to and that's actually really rare in a group. 
It may be one of the first times in my life when we all just share when we feel led 
to share. It's pretty special (see Appendix F). 

• You created this atmosphere... where with these questions you are asking us, 
they can be very personal or they can be not so personal. You can answer 
however you wanted to. And you created this atmosphere where everyone felt 
comfortable to say what they wanted to say (see Appendix F). 

• Beforehand, I wondered if I would be willing to share with everyone - 1 wasn't 
sure what the vibe would be, or how in detail I would want to get. But I ended up, 
because the vibe was set how it was, that it promoted just the right amount of 
sharing and telling my story (see Appendix H, Participant F). 

• It was a very equal amount of sharing. There was no one person who spoke too 
much or too little. And I think we learned so much about each other. That was 
probably the most surprising part to me was how open and willing people were to 
share of themselves and some things were very private (see Appendix H, 
Participant G). 

The sharing of stories in community was not one of the stated goals of this project, but it 

was a meaningful outcome. The writing exercises could have been completed by 

individuals on their own - without a workshop. But community enhances our learning,1 

and learning through reflection was a goal of this project In our technology-driven 

culture, we are losing the spaces where we tell our stories in authentic ways in 

community. In the Facebook model of storytelling, people share only brief and positive 

glimpses of their lives. The writing workshop provided an alternative to the trends of 

Parker J. Palmer, To Know As We Are Known: Education as a Spiritual Journey, 
(San Francisco: HarperCollins, 1993), xv. 



social networking websites, providing space for people to write their stories and share 

their stories in meaningful ways. 

While this project thesis featured a two-day workshop for women from my 

Facebook network, I believe the workshop model could be used in a variety of ministry 

settings. Instead of a two-day intensive workshop, the discussions of Ruth and writing 

exercises could be completed over the course of several weeks. Groups that meet weekly, 

such as Sunday School classes, Bible studies, or writing groups, could focus on one 

writing exercise or one writing session at each gathering. This format might benefit 

participants by allowing more time for reflection and the sharing of stories. Nine women 

participated in the writing workshop in this project thesis, but the writing exercises could 

be used in larger or smaller groups. Also, people could complete the exercises on their 

own, then come together later in a group setting for the sharing of stories. 

Conclusion #2: Participants Reflected on Change in Their Lives and Gained Insights 

This project thesis sought to introduce biblically-based creative non-fiction 

writing exercises as tools for helping people engage in theological reflection. In the 

workshop, the act of writing was for the purpose of reflection and learning. Participants 

were not directly instructed to reflect on their lives, but knowing that writing can serve as 

a process of reflection, I predicted that outcomes of the writing exercises might be 

reflection and learning. Based on the participants' stories and answers to questions in the 

Post-Workshop Survey and Follow-Up Interview, I conclude that through the workshop 

participants reflected on change in their lives and gained insights. 



The Post-Workshop Survey asked participants if the workshop helped them 

reflect on their life and gain insights into change in their lives. Both these questions 

elicited marks on the positive side of the six-point scale from all participants. The 

Follow-Up Interview produced similar conclusions about reflection. All the participants 

responded in some form of the affirmative, and many elaborated on the insights they 

gained. Some of the responses included: 

• I feel like I've been changing and changing and changing for like the past 
decade really. I moved out of my parents' house when I was 18 and I just turned 
28 and I have moved at least once a year if not more than once a year since then. 
Sometimes it was just to another apartment and other times it has been to another 
city. And, I realized how ready I am to be still and to stay in one place. I think I 
was leaning toward that before, but after the retreat I was like 'okay, my next 
move, that's it. I want to stay' (see Appendix H, Participant B). 

• There were a lot of little things. And I know some I shared with you guys, like 
the realization that I spend so much time waiting at my job. And, I never thought 
about it that way before. Almost, like how much time is wasted waiting around. 
And, how I don't want to spend my days waiting for someone to answer me so I 
can do something. So, there were specific reflections on certain aspects of my life 
that I am intent on changing (see Appendix H, Participant E). 

• I definitely gained insight into the fact that I am presently in the process of 
change. I tend to short-change myself and err on the side of thinking I am not 
doing as well or not making significant progress (see Appendix H, Participant F). 

And in Exercise 11, which instructed participants to write everything they know about 

change, many participants included new insights: 

• Ruth's changes led to bigger and better things - things she never would have 
imagined (I am guessing). So sometimes it is necessary to wait to see the bigger 
picture. Change is necessary and good; it just doesn't always feel that way (see 
Appendix J, Participant 3). 

• Sometimes I equate happiness with change. If I lose weight. If I change my job, 
I will be happier. Now that I think about that, I don't believe it's true (see 
Appendix J, Participant 8). 



• I know change is inevitable, and is oftentimes painful, but I've come to believe 
it is the best thing for us. It's good to be uncomfortable. It's good to have things 
not go according to our plans. I'm trying, each and every day, to enjoy life for 
what it is rather than try to anticipate or control life's events. The more I am in the 
present, the more self-realized I am. And it makes me a better person, a better 
daughter, a better sister, wife, employee, cat mother, friend, citizen of the world 
(see Appendix J, Participant 9). 

The workshop and writing exercises provided a framework for people to reflect on their 

lives and gain insights. Through this process, participants drew on their internal 

knowledge and learned about themselves. They engaged in a process of self-discovery 

where reflection proved to be a powerful learning tool. 

Helping people learn and grow spiritually is an important goal of ministry. 

Through telling our stories, we recognize God's presence in the human experience. "If 

God speaks anywhere, it is in our personal lives that He speaks,"2 Frederick Buechner 

writes. He continues, saying, "He speaks not just through the sounds we hear, of course, 

but through events in all their complexity and variety, through the harmonies and 

disharmonies and counterpoint of all that happens. The workshop provided a unique 

experience of engaging in reflection through writing exercises. I hope it was not a one

time experience for participants, but that the process gave participants a new tool for 

spiritual growth. I hope that in the months and years that follow, participants remember 

that their life stories are full of holy moments, writing leads to reflection, and internal 

knowledge contains wisdom. 

Frederick Buechner, Listening to Your Life: Daily Meditations with Frederick 
Buechner (New York: HarperCollins, 1992), 2. 

3 Ibid, 3. 



Conclusion #3: Holy Moments Were Identified, But More Conversation Needed 

One element of the workshop reminded me of Sunday clothes. I worried that the 

phrase "holy moments," namely, the word holy, would cause anxiety for people. I 

worried the word would seem intimidating, especially when we sought to associate it 

with our own lives. As I stated in Chapter 1,1 did not seek to define the holy in this 

project thesis. I did not want my definition of holy or understanding of holy moments to 

dictate how participants understood them in their own lives. Nor did I want one person's 

strong or well-articulated views to dictate for everyone else. This workshop focused on 

life stories, not other people's stories or stories removed from us, so I was even more 

sensitive to defining the term and possibly robbing people of discovering holy moments 

for themselves. And, as I discussed in Chapter 2,1 anticipated that through writing life 

stories people would naturally engage in reflection and that some aspects of this 

reflection would be theological. 

Even though I did not define the term, people found the holy in their own life 

stories. For example, in the Follow-Up Interviews, participants commented: 

• I think a lot of things that are holy or sacred go unnoticed in my life. And this 
year I have been better at recognizing the holy and recognizing the sacred... and 
that doesn't always mean going to church. There are sacred moments sitting 
around my kitchen table. I think this weekend has caused me to recognize the 
sacred even though I'm not a super spiritual person but I have a lot of sacredness 
in my life (see Appendix F). 

• It was really good reflection for me because I am at a place of big transition in 
my life. And, I'm realizing I don't necessarily need lots of things changing at the 
same time. I don't like lots of change and I make rash decisions and maybe I 
don't end up where I want to be. So that was good. So that was good confirmation 
- maybe a holy moment (see Appendix H, Participant G). 
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• Through processing my past yet again, which I have done so many times 
throughout my life on and off, I've been able to make peace with it and really 
truly let it go. I feel redeemed - a word that was used a lot in chapter four - and at 
peace with who I am, where I've been and what I've been through. I feel God's 
grace on me (see Appendix F). 

While theological reflection occurred as a result of the workshop, this aspect could have 

been further developed, leading to greater spiritual growth. 

The one consistent piece of critical feedback I received from participants focused 

on wanting more discussion of holy moments. In the Follow-Up Interview, when asked 

how the workshop could have been more effective in helping to recognize holy moments, 

people provided this feedback: 

• I think it's a balance. We could have explicitly talked about it, but there's also 
that you want things to come up organically. I think you did a good job of not 
pushing things to where people didn't want to go. I'm not sure - 1 don't know. 
Maybe a writing exercise about a holy moment (see Appendix H, Participant D). 

• I guess if we had talked about what a holy moment is or defined what a holy 
moment means to them. To me a holy moment is any time I sense some sense of 
peace or happiness. And so, I guess having a little contemplation about what a 
holy moment is. I don't think it has to be something grand where suddenly you 
decide that you should work for world peace. I think it can be as mundane as 
taking out the trash that brings you joy. But I think it would have been nice to 
discuss that, examples maybe (see Appendix H, Participant E). 

• Maybe if we had talked about it a little more. May be about how people define 
holy moments and not that there is one definition. I think it's so subjective and 
eveiTthing. And I think some people are spiritual without even realizing they are 
(see Appendix H, Participant G). 

The workshop might have been more effective with intentional discussions about the 

holy, including how participants define the holy for themselves, different definitions of 

holy, and where participants previously recognized holy moments in their lives. The 

instructions for the final exercise of the workshop, where people wrote everything they 
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knew about change, could have been adjusted to ask people to write about where they see 

the holy in their stories of change. A desired outcome for ministry, including this 

workshop, focuses on helping people recognize holy moments and engaging in 

theological reflection so mat they might grow spiritually. If I conduct this workshop 

again, I will make improvements in this area. 

Conclusion #4: Writing Exercises Offered New Way to Engage Biblical Text 

A final outcome of the writing workshop was that it provided a new way to 

engage the biblical story of Ruth. In the Post-Workshop Interview, several participants 

talked about how the workshop led them to engage with and reflect on the text in a new 

way. Their responses included: 

• But it wasn't like every other Bible study that I've been a part of where there's 
almost like one lesson that everyone is supposed to learn - like we are all going to 
learn about being an excellent woman or that kind of stuff. It was guided but it 
was also self-guided (see Appendix F). 

• I wouldn't say I learned anything new about the story of Ruth, but it made me 
think about the story differently. I thought about it in a new light, thought about 
the decisions made in the story (see Appendix F). 

• It was a new experience for me in terms of using the Bible as a prompt to 
writing about my own life. It made me look at the Bible in a new way - as a way 
to look at my own life and not just an external thing to read. But to relate my life 
to it, and how my life relates to these people. I grew up going to church, going to 
camps and retreats and such, but I didn't realize there were any more ways I could 
look at the Bible because I had already looked at the Bible so much. But that 
aspect was really important to me (see Appendix H, Participant B). 

One of the expected outcomes of the workshop was that participants would learn about 

Ruth. Engaging in the text in a new way provided insights into the text. But participants 

did not just learn new information about the story. They practiced a new method for 

engagement. 
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Through biblical stories we learn about God and humans' understanding of God 

in their lives. Biblical texts offer important stories for theological reflection. For ministry 

focused on helping people engage in theological reflection, the workshop successfully 

introduced and taught a new tool for engaging or re-engaging the text. For some of us, 

who have heard these stories hundreds of times, we may think we have nothing more to 

learn from them. For others, who have never read the story, they may be intimidated by 

its religious tradition and placement in scripture. 

The workshop of this project thesis utilized Ruth, a biblical narrative that focused 

primarily on the lives of female characters. After creating the writing exercises and 

leading the writing workshop, I believe that the story of Ruth could be a basis for creating 

exercises that focus on other themes in the book, such as relationships between women, 

being a foreigner, suffering, etc. The writing exercises used in this project thesis could 

also provide a framework for exercises based on other biblical texts. As discussed in 

Chapter 2, biblical narratives seem to naturally leave gaps for the development of creative 

writing exercises. But, other forms of scripture, including the prophets, poetry, gospels, 

and letters, could also serve as the basis for creative non-fiction writing exercises. The 

types and topics of the exercises would differ based on the specific scripture being used. 

It would be interesting to look at how different books might inspire different types of life 

stories. People participating in the writing exercises would not need to be limited to 

women or even adults, as in this project thesis. Both genders and different age groups 

might benefit from engaging with the text through writing exercises. Since the biblically-

based writing exercises in this project thesis proved successful in helping participants 



engage with the biblical text, I believe there is great potential for this structure to be used 

with other texts. 

Investigator Reflections 

My project thesis, titled "A Study of Stories: Biblically-Based Creative Writing 

Exercises as Tools for Recognizing and Learning From Life's Holy Moments," sought to 

determine whether writing exercises prompted by the book of Ruth could serve as 

vehicles for people to engage in theological reflection. I have spent a significant part of 

this project thesis discussing the importance of reflection for learning. So, it seems only 

appropriate to conclude this paper with my own reflections on the process and my 

experience of the writing workshop. 

From the beginning, even the very beginning when I enrolled in the Doctor of 

Ministry program, this project has been personal. While many degrees, including this 

one, might help to advance my career, this degree was also about further developing a 

way to live out my calling. It was about discovering concrete ways in which my unique 

gifts can help others. This project was created out of who I am. G.K. Chesterton writes, 

"The whole difference between construction and creation is this: that a thing constructed 

can only be loved after it is constructed; but a thing created is loved before it exists."4 

Before the structure was developed, research instruments finalized, or participants 

committed, I loved this project. I was excited to see how it would develop - what it 

would look like in final form. The project has been completed within the parameters and 

guidelines of a doctorate degree program, but at the same time I have further explored 

4 Stephen Nachmanovitch, Free Play: Improvisation in Life and Art (Los Angeles: 
Jeremy P. Tarcher, Inc., 1990), 166. 



and discovered my calling to ministry. Through the process, I affirmed my passion for 

storytelling, my love of learning through reflection, and my calling to help people find 

places and tools for sharing their life stories. 

In the Post-Workshop Interview, as ten women sat around the big dining room 

table of the lake house, I heard people talk about how meaningful the weekend had been 

to them. One person remarked, "In some ways I felt like Patricia put mis together just for 

me" (see Appendix F). A lot of things surprised me about the weekend - for example, 

that everyone arrived on time Saturday morning, that everyone got along, how willingly 

people shared their stories, and that the sun shone all weekend. Most of all, I was 

surprised that a weekend that was so personal and meaningful to me was also personal 

and meaningful to others. Amid all the data and results of this project mat indicated 

expected and unexpected outcomes, I was most pleased to hear people say that they 

would love to participate in another workshop. A few weeks afterwards, one participant 

said, 

If you could make it an annual retreat, that would be good. I raved about it 
afterwards and told people that honestly, I know it was free but I felt like it was 
carved out for me. And the fact that it happened a week after graduation it was 
just so perfect. It was amazing and it was a really great and important thing in my 
life. Thank you very much (see Appendix H, Participant B). 

Change seemed like an obvious theme to focus on when reading and writing 

about Ruth. As a universal and common experience, I predicted the topic of change 

would provide fertile soil for writing life stories. What I did not realize as I planned the 

retreat was that I would experience so much change myself in the months leading up to 

the weekend. But by May, in the midst of leading a retreat focused on change, I 



75 

experienced significant change. Entering the final year of the Doctor of Ministry 

program, I experienced the stresses and challenges of bringing three years of study to a 

conclusion. A more unexpected change came as a result of the weekly improvisation 

classes I had begun taking in January. These classes pushed me out of my comfort zone 

more than any activity in the past six years. And, the practice of saying "yes, and" to the 

offers made in class, the foundation of improvisation, spilled over into other parts of my 

life. I became more willing to take risks and try new things. The effects were so evident 

that my friends noticed a change in me. In a third significant change, I purchased a home 

in an in-town Atlanta neighborhood and moved out of the home I lived in for almost 12 

years. The weekend after the writing workshop, I packed up my belongings and moved 

into my new home. During the workshop weekend in May, as I sat contemplating the 

changes in my life, I sensed that more changes were coming. And, they did. When my old * 

house did not sell quickly, I decided to rent it, adding another new experience to my year 

- landlord. And a few months later, my nephew was born, now living less than a mile 

from me and my new house. 

During the writing workshop, I completed the writing exercises along with the 

other women. I filled my notebook with stories of change from my life, including moving 

houses, learning improvisation, recognizing signs of growing older, and searching to 

identify ways to live out my calling. I wrote about being excited, overwhelmed, anxious, 

and sad. I wrote about searching for clarity and meaning in the midst of what often felt 

like chaos. As I read over my stories at the end of the weekend and in the weeks that 

followed, I noticed a common thread - people. Almost all of my stories of change 
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included a person who was bearing witness to my experience. Those people, a different 

one in each story, sometimes celebrated with me, sometimes reflected with me, and 

sometimes helped to reduce my anxiety. These people were the holy in my stories. In 

writing about these experiences of change in my life, I recognized how God has gifted me 

with amazing people who journey with me in different ways. They enrich my life's story. 

And during that workshop weekend in May, I once again found myself surrounded by 

people willing to bear witness to my stories - they listened to the stories from my past 

and participated in the story taking place that weekend. I echo the sentiment of one 

participant who said, "I felt like that whole retreat was a holy moment" (see Appendix H, 

Participant C). 

An important role of faith communities includes coming together to bear witness 

to each other's stories and the holy in them. This happens in churches on Sunday 

mornings or at Wednesday evening Bible studies. It occurs during dinner with friends or 

at a weekend writing retreat. We celebrate with each other. We comfort each other. We 

reflect and recognize the holy together. In hearing the holy in other people's stories, we 

come to recognize the holy in our own stories. Frederick Buechner calls this act 

"listening to your life." He writes, 

Listen to your life. See it for the fathomless mystery that it is. In the boredom and 
the pain of it no less than the excitement and gladness: touch, taste, smell your 
way to the holy and hidden heart of it because in the last analysis all moments are 
key moments, and life itself is grace.5 

Unfortunately, cultural shifts have taken place during the past few years, influencing how 

and where people tell their stories. With the increasing dominance of technology in our 

5 Buechner, 2. 
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lives, words constantly fill the screens in our living rooms, offices and pockets, but they 

are often words void of authentic life stories and reflection. We connect more with each 

other through technology and less face to face. As a writer and a minister, I grieve these 

changes. 

The stated goals of this project thesis included helping participants write and 

reflect on their life stories, learn about Ruth, grow spiritually, and recognize the holy in 

their lives. I created the writing exercises in this project thesis with the hope that people 

might recapture the spiritual art of telling their stories. I designed the writing workshop as 

an alternative to the Facebook model of communicating, trying to provide for people the 

time and space needed to be present to the unfolding of their life stories. And, I hoped 

that the women who gathered that weekend would form a community in which we might 

recognize the holy together. I believe that many of these things happened. At least they 

did for me. As one participant said of the weekend, "It feels like the opposite of a 

Facebook status" (see Appendix F). 



APPENDIX A 

PRE-WORKSHOP SURVEY INSTRUMENT 

PRE-WORKSHOP SURVEY INSTRUMENT 

Please write your assigned number at the top of the page. For each question, please 
circle only one answer. Once you have completed all questions please place in the 
envelope. 

Questions on Ruth 
1. Prior to this worlcshop, how much did you know about the book of Ruth? 

Nothing 1 2 3 4 A lot 

2. Prior to this workshop, had you read the book of Ruth? 
Yes No 

3. Prior to this workshop, had you participated in a formal study of Ruth? 
Yes No 

Writing Questions 
4. How comfortable are you with the writing process? 

Not at all 1 2 3 4 Very 

5. Have you previously participated in a writing workshop? 
Yes No 

6. How would you rate your writing skills? 
Weak 1 2 3 4 Strong 

7. How comfortable are you writing about your own life? 
Not at all 1 2 3 4 Very 

8. How would you rate your writing skills in telling your own life stories? 
Weak 1 2 3 4 Strong 
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Reflection Questions 

9. On average, how often do you seek to recognize holy moments in your life? 
(a) Daily (b) Weekly (c) Monthly (d) A few times a year (e) Annually 

10. Do you feel that you have tools to help you recognize holy moments in your life? 
No tools 1 2 3 4 Plenty of tools 

11. Do you feel that you have time in your schedule to recognize holy moments in 
your life? 

No time 1 2 3 4 Plenty of time 

Change Questions 

12. Which of the following emotions do you associate with change in your life? 

(a) Anxiety: Not at all 1 2 3 4 A lot 

(b)Fear: Not at all 1 2 3 4 A lot 

(c) Contentment: Not at all 1 2 3 4 A lot 

(d) Optimism: Not at all 1 2 3 4 A lot 

Technology Questions 

13. How often do you post status updates on Facebook? 

(a) Multiple times a day (b) Daily (c) Few times a week 

(d) Weekly (e) Monthly (f) Rarely 

14. How often do you log into Facebook? 

(a) Multiple times a day (b) Daily (c) Few times a week 

(d) Weekly (e) Monthly (f) Rarely 



APPENDIX B 

PRE-WORKSHOP SURVEY RESULTS 

PARTICIPANT 1: PRE-WORKSHOP SURVEY 

Questions on Ruth 

1. Prior to this workshop, how much did you know about the book of Ruth? 

Nothing 1 2 3 4 A lot 

2. Prior to this workshop, had you read the book of Ruth? 

Yes No 

3. Prior to this workshop, had you participated in a formal study of Ruth? 

Yes No 

Writing Questions 

4. How comfortable are you with the writing process? 

Not at all 1 2 3 4 Very 

5. Have you previously participated in a writing workshop? 

Yes No 

6. How would you rate your writing skills? 

Weak 1 2 3 4 Strong 

7. How comfortable are you writing about your own life? 

Not at all 1 2 3 4 Very 
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8. How would you rate your writing skills in telling your own life stories? 

Weak 1 2 3 4 Strong 

Reflection Questions 

9. On average, how often do you seek to recognize holy moments in your life? 

(a) Daily (b) Weekly (c) Monthly (d) A few times a year (e) Annually 

10. Do you feel that you have tools to help you recognize holy moments in your life? 

No tools 1 2 3 4 Plenty of tools 

11. Do you feel that you have time in your schedule to recognize holy moments in 
your life? 

No time 1 2 3 4 Plenty of time 

Change Questions 

12. Which of the following emotions do you associate with change in your life? 

(a) Anxiety: Not at all 1 2 3 4. A lot 

(b)Fear: Not at all 1 2 3 4 A lot 

(c) Contentment: Not at all 1 2 3 4 A lot 

(d) Optimism: Not at all 1 2 3 4 A lot 

Technology Questions 

13. How often do you post status updates on Facebook? 

(a) Multiple times a day (b) Daily (c) Few times a week 

(d) Weekly (e) Monthly (f) Rarely 

14. How often do you log into Facebook? 

fa) Multiple times a day (b) Daily (c) Few times a week 

(d) Weekly (e) Monthly (f) Rarely 



PARTICIPANT 2: PRE-WORKSHOP SURVEY 

Questions on Ruth 

1. Prior to this workshop, how much did you know about the book of Ruth? 

Nothing i . 2 3 4 A lot 

2. Prior to this workshop, had you read the book of Ruth? 

Yes No 

3. Prior to this workshop, had you participated in a formal study of Ruth? 

Yes No 

Writing Questions 

4. How comfortable are you with the writing process? 

Not at all 1 2 3 4 Very 

5. Have you previously participated in a writing workshop? 

Yes No 

6. How would you rate your writing skills? 

Weak 1 2 3 4 Strong 

7. How comfortable are you writing about your own life? 

Not at all 1 2 3 4 Very 

8. How would you rate your writing skills in telling your own life stories? 

Weak 1 2 3 4 Strong 

Reflection Questions 
9. On average, how often do you seek to recognize holy moments in your life? 
fa) Daily (b) Weekly (c) Monthly (d) A few times a year (e) Annually 
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10. Do you feel that you have tools to help you recognize holy moments in your life? 
No tools 1 2 3 4 Plenty of tools 

11. Do you feel that you have time in your schedule to recognize holy moments in 
your life? 

No time 1 2. 3 4 Plenty of time 

Change Questions 

12. Which of the following emotions do you associate with change in your life? 

(a) Anxiety: Not at all 1 2 3 4 A lot 

(b)Fear: Not at all 1 2 3 4 A lot 

(c) Contentment: Not at all 1 2 3 4 A lot 

(d) Optimism: Not at all 1 2 3 4 A lot 

Technology Questions 

13. How often do you post status updates on Facebook? 

(a) Multiple times a day (b) Daily (c) Few times a week 

(d) Weekly (e) Monthly (f) Rarely 

14. How often do you log into Facebook? 

(a) Multiple times a day (b) Daily (c) Few times a week 

(d) Weekly (e) Monthly (f) Rarely 



PARTICIPANT 3: PRE-WORKSHOP SURVEY 

Questions on Ruth 

1. Prior to this workshop, how much did you know about the book of Ruth? 

Nothing 1 2 3 4 A lot 

2. Prior to this workshop, had you read the book of Ruth? 

Yes No 

3. Prior to this workshop, had you participated in a formal study of Ruth? 

Yes £to 

Writing Questions 

4. How comfortable are you with the writing process? 

Not at all 1 2 3 4 Very 

5. Have you previously participated in a writing workshop? 

Yes No 

6. How would you rate your writing skills? 

Weak 1 2 3 4 Strong 

7. How comfortable are you writing about your own life? 

Not at all 1 2 3 4 Very 

8. How would you rate your writing skills in telling your own life stories? 

Weak 1 2 3 4 Strong 

Reflection Questions 

9. On average, how often do you seek to recognize holy moments in your life? 

(a) Daily (b) Weekly (c) Monthly (d) A few times a year (e) Annually 

10. Do you feel that you have tools to help you recognize holy moments in your life? 

No tools 1 2 3 4 Plenty of tools 
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11. Do you feel that you have time in your schedule to recognize holy moments in 
your life? 

No time 1 2 3 4 Plenty of time 

Change Questions 

12. Which of the following emotions do you associate with change in your life? 

(a) Anxiety: Not at all 1 2 3 4 A lot 

(b)Fear: Not at all 1 2 3 4 A lot 

(c) Contentment: Not at all 1 2 3 4 A lot 

(d) Optimism: Not at all 1 2 3 4 A lot 

Technology Questions 

13. How often do you post status updates on Facebook? 

(a) Multiple times a day (b) Daily (c) Few times a week 

(d) Weekly (e) Monthly 

14. How often do you log into Facebook? 

(a) Multiple times a day (b) Daily 

(d) Weekly (e) Monthly 

<f) Rarely 

(c) Few times a week 

(f) Rarely 



PARTICIPANT 4: PRE-WORKSHOP SURVEY 

Questions on Ruth 

1. Prior to this workshop, how much did you know about the book of Ruth? 

Nothing 1 2 3 4 A lot 

2. Prior to this workshop, had you read the book of Ruth? 

Yes No 

3. Prior to this workshop, had you participated in a formal study of Ruth? 

Yes No 

Writing Questions 

4. How comfortable are you with the writing process? 

Not at all 1 2 3 4 Very 

5. Have you previously participated in a writing workshop? 

Yes Na 

6. How would you rate your writing skills? 

Weak 1 2 3 4 Strong 

7. How comfortable are you writing about your own life? 

Not at all 1 2 3 4 Very 

8. How would you rate your writing skills in telling your own life stories? 

Weak 1 2 3 4 Strong 

Reflection Questions 

9. On average, how often do you seek to recognize holy moments in your life? 

(a) Daily (b) Weekly (c) Monthly (d) A few times a year (e) Annually 

10. Do you feel that you have tools to help you recognize holy moments in your life? 

No tools 1 2 3 4 Plenty of tools 



11. Do you feel that you have time in your schedule to recognize holy moments in 
your life? 

No time 1 2 3 4 Plenty of time 

Change Questions 

12. Which of the following emotions do you associate with change in your life? 

(a) Anxiety: Not at all 1 2 3 

(b)Fear: Not at all 1 2 3 

(c) Contentment: Not at all 1 2 3 

(d) Optimism: Not at all 1 2 3 

Technology Questions 

13. How often do you post status updates on Facebook? 

(a) Multiple times a day (b) Daily (c) Few times a week 

(d) Weekly (e) Monthly ffl Rarely 

14. How often do you log into Facebook? 

(a) Multiple times a day (b) Daily (c) Few times a week 

(d) Weekly (e) Monthly (f) Rarely 

4 A lot 

4 A lot 

4 Ajot 

4 A lot 



PARTICIPANT 5: PRE-WORKSHOP SURVEY 

Questions on Ruth 

1. Prior to this workshop, how much did you know about the book of Ruth? 

Nothing 1 2 3 4 A lot 

2. Prior to this workshop, had you read the book of Ruth? 

Yes No 

3. Prior to this workshop, had you participated in a formal study of Ruth? 

Yes fto 

Writing Questions 

4. How comfortable are you with the writing process? 

Not at all 1 2 3 4 Very 

5. Have you previously participated in a writing workshop? 

Yes No 

6. How would you rate your writing skills? 

Weak 1 2 3 4 Strong 

7. How comfortable are you writing about your own life? 

Not at all 1 2 3 4 Very 

8. How would you rate your writing skills in telling your own life stories? 

Weak 1 2 3 4 Strong 

Reflection Questions 

9. On average, how often do you seek to recognize holy moments in your life? 

(a) Daily (b) Weekly (c) Monthly (d) A few times a year (e) Annually 

10. Do you feel that you have tools to help you recognize holy moments in your life? 

No tools 1 2 3 4 Plenty of tools 



11. Do you feel that you have time in your schedule to recognize holy moments in 
your life? 

No time 1 2 3 4 Plenty of time 

Change Questions 

12. Which of the following emotions do you associate with change in your life? 

(a) Anxiety: Not at all 1 2 3 4 A lot 

(b)Fear: Not at all 1 2 3 4 A lot 

(c) Contentment: Not at all 1 2 3 4 A lot 

(d) Optimism: Not at all 1 2 3 4 A lot 

Technology Questions 

13. How often do you post status updates on Facebook? 

(a) Multiple times a day (b) Daily (c) Few times a week 

(d) Weekly le) Monthly 

14. How often do you log into Facebook? 

(a) Multiple times a day (b) Daily 

(d) Weekly (e) Monthly 

(f) Rarely 

fc> Few times a week 

(f) Rarely 



PARTICIPANT 6: PRE-WORKSHOP SURVEY 
/ 

Questions on Ruth 

1. Prior to this workshop, how much did you know about the book of Ruth? 

Nothing 1 2 3 4 A lot 

2. Prior to this workshop, had you read the book of Ruth? 

Yes No 

3. Prior to this workshop, had you participated in a formal study of Ruth? 

Yes No (wrote in "probably) 

Writing Questions 

4. How comfortable are you with the writing process? 

Not at all 1 2 3 4 Very 

5. Have you previously participated in a writing workshop? 

Yes Mo 

6. How would you rate your writing skills? 

Weak 1 2 3 4 Strong 

7. How comfortable are you writing about your own life? 

Not at all 1 2 3 4 Very 

8. How would you rate your writing skills in telling your own life stories? 

Weak 1 2 3 4 Strong 

Reflection Questions 

9. On average, how often do you seek to recognize holy moments in your life? 

(a) Daily lb) Weekly (c) Monthly (d) A few times a year (e) Annually 

10. Do you feel that you have tools to help you recognize holy moments in your life? 

No tools 1 2 3 4 Plenty of tools 
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11. Do you feel that you have time in your schedule to recognize holy moments in 
your life? 

No time 1 2 3 4 Plenty of time 

Change Questions 

12. Which of the following emotions do you associate with change in your life? 

(a) Anxiety: Not at all 

(b) Fear: Not at all 

(c) Contentment: Not at all 

(d) Optimism: Not at all _ 

Technology Questions 

13. How often do you post status updates on Facebook? 

(a) Multiple times a day (b) Daily (c) Few times a week 

fdl Weekly (e) Monthly 

14. How often do you log into Facebook? 

(a) Multiple times a day (b) Daily 

(d) Weekly (e) Monthly 

1 

1 

1 

1 

2 

2 

2 

2 

3 

3 

3 

3 

4 

4 

4 

4 

A lot 

A lot 

A lot 

A lot 

(f) Rarely 

(c) Few times a week 

(f) Rarely 



PARTICIPANT 7: PRE-WORKSHOP SURVEY 

Questions on Ruth 

1. Prior to this workshop, how much did you know about the book of Ruth? 

Nothing 1 2 3 4 A lot 

2. Prior to this workshop, had you read the book of Ruth? 

Yes No 

3. Prior to this workshop, had you participated in a formal study of Ruth? 

Yes No 

Writing Questions 

4. How comfortable are you with the writing process? 

Not at all 1 2 3 4 Very 

5. Have you previously participated in a writing workshop? 

Yes |4a. (wrote in "can't remember, so will go with no") 

6. How would you rate your writing skills? 

Weak 1 2 3 4 Strong 

7. How comfortable are you writing about your own life? 

Not at all 1 2 3 4 Very 

8. How would you rate your writing skills in telling your own life stories? 

Weak 1 2 3 4. Strong 

Reflection Questions 

9. On average, how often do you seek to recognize holy moments in your life? 

(a) Daily (b) Weekly (c) Monthly (d) A few times a year (e) Annually 

10. Do you feel that you have tools to help you recognize holy moments in your life? 

No tools 1 2 3 4 Plenty of tools 



11. Do you feel that you have time in your schedule to recognize holy moments in 
your life? 

No time 1 2 3 4 Plenty of time 

Change Questions 

12. Which of the following emotions do you associate with change in your life? 

(a) Anxiety: Not at alt 1 2 3 4 A lot 

(b)Fear: Not at all 1 2 3 4 A lot 

{c) Contentment: Not at all 1 2 3 4 A lot 

(d) Optimism: Not at all 1 2 3 4 A lot 

Technology Questions 

13. How often do you post status updates on Facebook? 

(a) Multiple times a day (b) Daily (c) Few times a week 

(d) Weekly (e) Monthly 

14. How often do you log into Facebook? 

(a) Multiple times a day fb) Daily 

(d) Weekly (e) Monthly 

(f) Rarely 

(c) Few times a week 

(f) Rarely 



PARTICIPANT 8: PRE-WORKSHOP SURVEY 

Questions on Ruth 

1. Prior to this workshop, how much did you know about the book of Ruth? 

Nothing 1 2 3 4 A lot 

2. Prior to this workshop, had you read the book of Ruth? 

Yes No 

3. Prior to this workshop, had you participated in a formal study of Ruth? 

Yes No 

Writing Questions 

4. How comfortable are you with the writing process? 

Not at all 1 2 3 4 Very 

5. Have you previously participated in a writing workshop? 

Yes No 

6. How would you rate your writing skills? 

. Weak 1 2 3 4 Strong 

7. How comfortable are you writing about your own life? 

Not at all 1 2 3 4 Very 

8. How would you rate your writing skills in telling your own life stories? 

Weak 1 2 3 4 Strong 

Reflection Questions 

9. On average, how often do you seek to recognize holy moments in your life? 

(a) Daily (b) Weekly (c) Monthly (d) A few times a year (e) Annually 

10. Do you feel that you have tools to help you recognize holy moments in your life? 

No tools 1 2 3 4 Plenty of tools 



11. Do you feel that you have time in your schedule to recognize holy moments in 
your life? 

No time 1 2 3 4 Plenty of time 

Change Questions 

12. Which of the following emotions do you associate with change in your life? 

(a) Anxiety: Not at all 1 2 3 

(b)Fear: Not at all 1 2 3 

(c) Contentment: Not at all 1 2 3 

(d) Optimism: Not at all 1 2 3 

Technology Questions 

13. How often do you post status updates on Facebook? 

(a) Multiple times a day (b) Daily (c) Few times a week 

(d) Weekly (e) Monthly ffl Rarely 

14. How often do you log into Facebook? 

fa) Multiple times a day (b) Daily (c) Few times a week 

(d) Weekly (e) Monthly (f) Rarely 

4 AJot 

4 AJot 

4 A lot 

4 A lot 



PARTICIPANT 9: PRE-WORKSHOP SURVEY 

Questions on Ruth 

1. Prior to this workshop, how much did you know about the book of Ruth? 

Nothing 1 2 3 4 A lot 

2. Prior to this workshop, had you read the book of Ruth? 

Yes No 

3. Prior to this workshop, had you participated in a formal study of Ruth? 

Yes No 

Writing Questions 

4. How comfortable are you with the writing process? 

Not at all 1 2 3 4 Very 

5. Have you previously participated in a writing workshop? 

Yes No 

6. How would you rate your writing skills? 

Weak 1 2 3 4 Strong 

7. How comfortable are you writing about your own life? 

Not at all 1 2 3 4 Very 

8. How would you rate your writing skills in telling your own life stories? 

Weak 1 2 3 4 Strong 

Reflection Questions 

9. On average, how often do you seek to recognize holy moments in your life? 

(a) Daily (b) Weekly (c) Monthly (d) A few times a year (e) Annually 

10. Do you feel that you have tools to help you recognize holy moments in your life? 

No-tools 1 2 3 4 Plenty of tools 



11. Do you feel that you have time in your schedule to recognize holy moments in 
your life? 

No time 1 2 3 4 Plenty of time 

Change Questions 

12. Which of the following emotions do you associate with change in your life? 

(a) Anxiety: Not at all 1 2 3 4 A lot 

(b)Fear: Not at all 1 2 3 4 A lot 

(c) Contentment: Not at all 1 2 3 4 A lot 

(d) Optimism: Not at all 1 2 3 4 A lot 

Technology Questions 

13. How often do you post status updates on Facebook? 

(a) Multiple times a day (b) Daily (c) Few times a week 

(d) Weekly (e) Monthly 

14. How often do you log into Facebook? 

(a) Multiple times a day (b) Daily 

(d) Weekly (e) Monthly 

ffl Rarely 

(c) Few times a week 

(f) Rarely 



APPENDIX C 

POST-WORKSHOP SURVEY 

POST-WORKSHOP SURVEY 

Please write your assigned number at the top of the page. For each question, please 
circle only one answer. Once you have completed all questions please place them in the 
designated envelope. 

1. How much do you know about the book of Ruth? 

Nothing 1 2 3 4 A lot 

2. Which of the following emotions do you associate with change in your life? 

Anxiety: Not at ail 1 4 A lot 

Fear: Not at all 4 A lot 

Contentment: Not at all A lot 

Optimism: Not at all 1 2 3 4 

Writing Questions 

3. How comfortable are you with the writing process? 

Not at all 1 2 3 4 Very 

4. How would you rate your writing skills? 

A lot 

Weak 1 Strong 

5. How comfortable are you writing about your own life? 

Not at all 2 3 4 Very 

6. How would you rate your writing skills in telling your own life stories? 
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Weak 1 3 4 Strong 

Workshop Questions 
7. How effective were the following elements of the workshop in helping you write 
your life stories? 

Book of Ruth: 

Workshop leader: 

Writing exercises: 

Not helpful 3 4 Very helpful 

Not helpful 1 2 3 4 Very helpful 

Not helpful 1 2 3 4 Very helpful 

Improvisation exercises: Not helpful 1 2 3 4 Very helpful 

Schedule: Not helpful 1 2 3 4 Very helpful 

8. How effective was the workshop in helping you reflect on your life? 

Not at all Very 

9. How effective was the workshop in helping you recognize holy moments in your 
life? 

Not at all 4 Very 

10. How effective was the workshop in helping you gain insights into change in your 
life? 

Not at all 4 Very 

11. How effective was the workshop in helping you experience spiritual growth? 

Not at all 4 Very 

12. Would you participate in another writing workshop? 

Yes No 

13. Would you participate in another workshop focused on writing life stories? 

Yes No 



APPENDIX D 

POST-WORKSHOP SURVEY RESULTS 

PARTICIPANT 1: POST-WORKSHOP SURVEY 

1. How much do you know about the book of Ruth? 

Nothing 1 2 3 4 A lot 

2. Which of the following emotions do you associate with change in your life? 

Anxiety: Not at all 1 2 3 4 A lot 

Fear: Not at all 1 2 3 4 A lot 

Contentment: Not at all 1 £ 3 4 A lot 

Optimism: Not at all 1 2 3. 4 A lot 

Writing Questions 

3. How comfortable are you with the writing process? 

Not at all 1 2 3 4 Very 

4. How would you rate your writing skills? 

Weak 1 2 3 4 Strong 

5. How comfortable are you writing about your own life? 

Not at all 1 2 3 4 Very 

6. How would you rate your writing skills in telling your own life stories? 

Weak 1 2 3 4 Strong 

Workshop Questions 
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7. How effective were the following elements of the workshop in helping you write 
your life stories? 

Book of Ruth: Not helpful 1 2 3 4 Very helpful 

Workshop leader: Not helpful 3 4 Very helpful 

Writing exercises: Not helpful 3 4 Very helpful 

Improvisation exercises: Not helpful 3 4 Very helpful 

Schedule: Not helpful 3 4 Very helpful 

8. How effective was the workshop in helping you reflect on your life? 

Not at all 4 Very 

9. How effective was the workshop in helping you recognize holy moments in your 
life? 

Not at all 4 Very 

10. How effective was the workshop in helping you gain insights into change in your 
life? 

Not at all 4 Very 

11. How effective was the workshop in helping you experience spiritual growth? 

Not at all 4 Very 

12. Would you participate in another writing workshop? 

Yes No 

13. Would you participate in another workshop focused on writing life stories? 

Yes No 



PARTICIPANT 2: POST-WORKSHOP SURVEY 

1. How much do you know about the book of Ruth? 

Nothing 1 2 3 4 A lot 

2. Which of the following emotions do you associate with change in your life? 

Anxiety: Not at all 1 2 3 4 A lot 

Fear: Not at all 1 2 3 4. A lot 

Contentment: Not at all 1 2 3. 4 A lot 

Optimism: Not at all 1 2 3 4 A lot 

Writing Questions 

3. How comfortable are you with the writing process? 

Not at all 1 2 3 4 Very 

4. How would you rate your writing skills? 

Weak 1 2 3 4 Strong 

5. How comfortable are you writing about your own life? 

Not at all 1 2 3 4 Very 

6. How would you rate your writing skills in telling your own life stories? 

Weak 1 2 3 4 Strong 

Workshop Questions 
7. How effective were the following elements of the workshop in helping you write 
your life stories? 

Book of Ruth: Not helpful 1 2 3 4 Very helpful 

Workshop leader: Not helpful 1 2 3 4 Very helpful 

Writing exercises: Not helpful 1 2 3 4 Very helpful 



Improvisation exercises: Not helpful 1 2 3 4 Very helpful 

Schedule: Not helpful 1 2 3 4 Very helpful 

8. How effective was the workshop in helping you reflect on your life? 

Not at all 1 2 3_ 4 Very 

9. How effective was the workshop in helping you recognize holy moments in your 
life? 

Not at all 1 2 3 4 Very 

10. How effective was the workshop in helping you gain insights into change in your 
life? 

Not at all 1 2 3 4 Very 

11. How effective was the workshop in helping you experience spiritual growth? 

Not at all 1 2 3 4 Very 

12. Would you participate in another writing workshop? 

Yes No 

13. Would you participate in another workshop focused on writing life stories? 

Yg§ No 



PARTICIPANT 3: POST-WORKSHOP SURVEY 

1. How much do you know about the book of Ruth? 

Nothing 1 2 3 4 A lot 

2. Which of the following emotions do you associate with change in your life? 

Anxiety: Not at all 1 4 A lot 

Fear: Not at all 4 A lot 

Contentment: Not at all A lot 

Optimism: Not at all 1 2 4 A lot 

Writing Questions 

3. How comfortable are you with the writing process? 

Not at all 1 2 3 4 Very 

4. How would you rate your writing skills? 

Weak 1 Strong 

5. How comfortable are you writing about your own life? 

Not at all 1 2 3 4 Very 

6. How would you rate your writing skills in telling your own life stories? 

Weak 1 3 4 Strong 

Workshop Questions 
7. How effective were the following elements of the workshop in helping you write 
your life stories? 

Book of Ruth: Not helpful 1 2 3 4 Very helpful 

Workshop leader: Not helpful 1 2 3 4 Very helpful 

Writing exercises: Not helpful 1 2 3 4 Very helpful 
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Improvisation exercises: Not helpful 1 2 3 4 Very helpful 

Schedule: Not helpful 1 2 3 4 Very helpful 

8. How effective was the workshop in helping you reflect on your life? 

Not at all 1 2 3 4 Very 

9. How effective was the workshop in helping you recognize holy moments in your 
life? 

Not at all 1 2 3 4 Very 

10. How effective was the workshop in helping you gain insights into change in your 
life? 

Not at all 1 2 1 4 Very 

11. How effective was the workshop in helping you experience spiritual growth? 

Not at all 1 2 1 4 Very 

12. Would you participate in another writing workshop? 

Yes No 

13. Would you participate in another workshop focused on writing life stories? 

Yes No 



PARTICIPANT 4: POST-WORKSHOP SURVEY 

1. How much do you know about the book of Ruth? 

Nothing 1 2 3 4 A lot 

2. Which of the following emotions do you associate with change in your life? 

Anxiety: Not at all 1 2 3 4 A lot 

Fear: Not at all 1 2 3 4 A lot 

Contentment: Not at all 1 2 3 4 A lot 

Optimism: Not at all 1 2 3 4 A lot 

Writing Questions 

3. How comfortable are you with the writing process? 

Notatall 1 2 3 4 Very 

4. How would you rate your writing skills? 

Weak 1 2 3 4 Strong 

5. How comfortable are you writing about your own life? 

Notatall 1 2 3 4 Very 

6. How would you rate your writing skills in telling your own life stories? 

Weak 1 2 3 4 Strong 

Workshop Questions 
7. How effective were the following elements of the workshop in helping you write 
your life stories? 

Book of Ruth: Not helpful 1 2 3 4 Very helpful 

Workshop leader: Not helpful 1 2 3 4 Very helpful 

Writing exercises: Not helpful 1 2 3 4 Very helpful 
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Improvisation exercises: Not helpful 1 2 3 4 Very helpful 

Schedule: Not helpful 1 2 3. 4 Very helpful 

8. How effective was the workshop in helping you reflect on your life? 

Not at all 1 2 3 4 Very 

9. How effective was the workshop in helping you recognize holy moments in your 
life? 

Not at all 1 2 3 4 Very 

10. How effective was the workshop in helping you gain insights into change in your 
life? 

Not at all 1 2 3 4 Very 

11. How effective was the workshop in helping you experience spiritual growth? 

Not at all 1 2 3 4 Very 

12. Would you participate in another writing workshop? 

Yes No 

13. Would you participate in another workshop focused on writing life stories? 

Yes No 



PARTICIPANT 5: POST-WORKSHOP SURVEY 

1. How much do you know about the book of Ruth? 

Nothing 1 2 3 4 A lot 

2. Which of the following emotions do you associate with change in your life? 

Anxiety: Not at all 1 2 3 4 A lot 

Fear: Not at all 1 2 3 4 A lot 

Contentment: Not at all 1 2 3 4 A lot 

Optimism: Not at all 1 2 3 4 A lot 

Writing Questions 

3. How comfortable are you with the writing process? 

Not at all 1 2 3 4 Very 

4. How would you rate your writing skills? 

Weak 1 2 3 4 Strong 

5. How comfortable are you writing about your own life? 

Not at all 1 2 3 4 Very 

6. How would you rate your writing skills in telling your own life stories? 

Weak 1 2 3 4 Strong 

Workshop Questions 
7. How effective were the following elements of the workshop in helping you write 
your life stories? 

Book of Ruth: Not helpful 1 2 3 4 Very helpful 

Workshop leader: Not helpful 1 2 3 4 Very helpful 

Writing exercises: Not helpful 1 2 3 4. Very helpful 



Improvisation exercises: Not helpful 1 2 3 4 Very helpful 

Schedule: Not helpful 1 2 3 4 Very helpful 

8. How effective was the workshop in helping you reflect on your life? 

Not at all 1 2 3 4 Very 

9. How effective was the workshop in helping you recognize holy moments in your 
life? 

Not at all 1 2 3. 4 Very 

10. How effective was the workshop in helping you gain insights into change in your 
life? 

Not at all 1 2 3 4 Very 

11. How effective was the workshop in helping you experience spiritual growth? 

Not at all 1 2 3. 4 Very 

12. Would you participate in another writing workshop? 

Yes No 

13. Would you participate in another workshop focused on writing life stories? 

Yes No 



PARTICIPANTS: POST-WORKSHOP SURVEY 

1. How much do you know about the book of Ruth? 

Nothing 1 2 3 4 A lot 

2. Which of the following emotions do you associate with change in your life? 

Anxiety: Not at all 1 2 3 4 A lot 

Fear: Not at all 1 2 3 4 A lot 

Contentment: Not at all 1 2 3 4 A lot 

Optimism: Not at all 1 2 3 4 A lot 

Writing Questions 

3. How comfortable are you with the writing process? 

Not at all 1 2 3 4 Very 

4. How would you rate your writing skills? 

Weak 1 2 3 4 Strong 

5. How comfortable are you writing about your own life? 

Not at all 1 2 3 4 Very 

6. How would you rate your writing skills in telling your own life stories? 

Weak 1 2 3 4 Strong 

Workshop Questions 
7. How effective were the following elements of the workshop in helping you write 
your life stories? 

Book of Ruth: Not helpful 1 2 3 4 Very helpful 

Workshop leader: Not helpful 1 2 3 4 Very helpful 

Writing exercises: Not helpful 1 2 3 4 Very helpful 
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Improvisation exercises: Not helpful 1 2 3 4 Very helpful 

Schedule: Not helpful 1 2 3 4 Very helpful 

8. How effective was the workshop in helping you reflect on your life? 

Not at all 1 2 3 4 Very 

9. How effective was the workshop in helping you recognize holy moments in your 
life? 

Not at all 1 2 3 4 Very 

10. How effective was the workshop in helping you gain insights into change in your 
life? 

Not at all 1 2 3 4 Very 

11. How effective was the workshop in helping you experience spiritual growth? 

Not at all 1 2 3 4 Very 

12. Would you participate in another writing workshop? 

Yes No 

13. Would you participate in another workshop focused on writing life stories? 

Yes No 



PARTICIPANT?: POST-WORKSHOP SURVEY 

1. How much do you know about the book of Ruth? 

Nothing 1 2 3 4 A lot 

2. Which of the following emotions do you associate with change in your life? 

Anxiety: Not at all 1 2 3 4 A lot 

Fear: Not at all 1 2 3 4 A lot 

Contentment: Not at all 1 2 3 4 A lot 

Optimism: Not at all 1 2 3 4 A lot 

Writing Questions 

3. How comfortable are you with the writing process? 

Not at all 1 2 3 4 Very 

4. How would you rate your writing skills? 

Weak 1 ^ 3 4 Strong 

5. How comfortable are you writing about your own life? 

Not at all 1 2 3 4 Very 

6. How would you rate your writing skills in telling your own life stories? 

Weak 1 2 3 4 Strong 

Workshop Questions 
7. How effective were the following elements of the workshop in helping you write 
your life stories? 

Book of Ruth: Not helpful 1 2 3 4 Very helpful 

Workshop leader: Not helpful 1 2 3 4 Very helpful 

Writing exercises: Not helpful 1 2 3 4 Very helpful 
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Improvisation exercises: Not helpful 1 2 3 4 Very helpful 

Schedule: Not helpful 1 2 3 4 Very helpful 

8. How effective was the workshop in helping you reflect on your life? 

Not at all 1 2 3 4 Very 

9. How effective was the workshop in helping you recognize holy moments in your 
life? 

Not at all 1 2 3 4 Very 

10. How effective was the workshop in helping you gain insights into change in your 
life? 

Not at all 1 2 3 4. Very 

11. How effective was the workshop in helping you experience spiritual growth? 

Not at all 1 2 3 4 Very 

12. Would you participate in another writing workshop? 

Xgs No 

13. Would you participate in another workshop focused on writing life stories? 

Yes No 



PARTICIPANT 8: POST-WORKSHOP SURVEY 

1. How much do you know about the book of Ruth? 

Nothing 1 2 3 4 A lot 

2. Which of the following emotions do you associate with change in your life? 

Anxiety: Not at all 1 2 3 4 A lot 

Fear: Not at all 1 2 3 4 A lot 

Contentment: Not at all 1 2 3 4 A lot 

Optimism: Not at all 1 2 3 4 A lot 

Writing Questions 

3. How comfortable are you with the writing process? 

Not at all 1 2 3 4 Very 

4. How would you rate your writing skills? 

Weak 1 2 3 4 Strong 

5. How comfortable are you writing about your own life? 

Not at all 1 2 3 4 Very 

6. How would you rate your writing skills in telling your own life stories? 

Weak 1 2 3 4 Strong 
Workshop Questions 
7. How effective were the following elements of the workshop in helping you write 
your life stories? 

Book of Ruth: Not helpful 1 2 3 4 Very helpful 

Workshop leader: Not helpful 1 2 3 4 Very helpful 

Writing exercises: Not helpful 1 2 3 4 Very helpful 
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Improvisation exercises: Not helpful 1 2 3 4 Very helpful 

Schedule: Not helpful 1 2 3 4 Very helpful 

8. How effective was the workshop in helping you reflect on your life? 

Not at all 1 2 3 4 Very 

9. How effective was the workshop in helping you recognize holy moments in your 
life? 

Not at all 1 2 3 4 Very 

10. How effective was the workshop in helping you gain insights into change in your 
life? 

Not at all 1 2 3 4 Very 

11. How effective was the workshop in helping you experience spiritual growth? 

Not at all 1 2 3 4 Very 

12. Would you participate in another writing workshop? 

Yes No 

13. Would you participate in another workshop focused on writing life stories? 

Yes No 



PARTICIPANT 9: POST-WORKSHOP SURVEY 

1. How much do you know about the book of Ruth? 

Nothing 3 4 Alot 

2. Which of the following emotions do you associate with change in your life? 

Anxiety: Not at all 1 4 Alot 

Fear: Not at all 1 4 Alot 

Contentment: Not at all Alot 

Optimism: Not at all 1 2 3 4 Alot 

Writing Questions 

3. How comfortable are you with the writing process? 

Notatal l 1 2 3 4 Very 

4. How would you rate your writing skills? 

Weak 1 2 3 4 Strong 

5. How comfortable are you writing about your own life? 

Not at all 2 3 4 Very 

6. How would you rate your writing skills in telling your own life stories? 

Weak 1 3 4 Strong 

Workshop Questions 
7. How effective were the following elements of the workshop in helping you write 
your life stories? 

Book of Ruth: Not helpful Very helpful 

Workshop leader: Not helpful 1 2 3 4 Very helpful 

Writing exercises: Not helpful 3 4 Very helpful 



117 

Improvisation exercises: Not helpful 1 2 3 4 Very helpful 

Schedule: Not helpful 1 2 3 4 Very helpful 

8. How effective was the workshop in helping you reflect on your life? 

Not at all 1 2 3 4 Very 

9. How effective was the workshop in helping you recognize holy moments in your 
life? 

Not at all 1 2 3 4 Very 

10. How effective was the workshop in helping you gain insights into change in your 
life? 

Not at all 1 2 3 4 Very 

11. How effective was the workshop in helping you experience spiritual growth? 

Not at all 1 2 3 4 Very 

12. Would you participate in another writing workshop? 

Yes No 

13. Would you participate in another workshop focused on writing life stories? 

Yes No 



APPENDK E 

POST-WORKSHOP INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

1. Did you learn anything about Ruth as a result of this workshop? Discuss. 

2. Did you learn anything about yourself as a result of this workshop? Discuss. 

3. Did you gain new insights related to change in your life as a result of this workshop? 
Discuss. 

4. Did you gain new insights into the role of the holy in your life as a result of this 
workshop? Discuss. 

5. Did you experience spiritual growth as a result of this workshop? Discuss. 
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APPENDIX F 

POST-WORKSHOP INTERVIEW TRANSCRIPT 

1. Did you learn anything about Ruth as a result of this workshop? Discuss. 

"I had never read Ruth before. I had heard different references to it, but I didn't know 
anything about the story. I think I learned everything about Ruth from this weekend." 

"I wouldn't say I learned anything new about the story of Ruth, but it made me think 
about the story differently. I thought about it in a new light, thought about the decisions 
made in the story." 

"I thought it was neat to read the famous lines 'where you go, I will follow'. You may 
have heard them a lot in your life but not know where they come from." 

"My dad actually said those lines to me earlier in the year regarding situations in my life. 
It was neat, and a lot more has happened since then, to think of those in a new context 
instead of dad trying to use them like a salve." 

"I feel like I had read Ruth and heard a lot about it in church and Sunday School and 
everything, but I thought about it in a new way this weekend, thinking about Ruth and 
Naomi as actual people and not just a Bible story. Thinking about how this was an oral 
tradition and these stories were passed down, probably from women to women. And 
thinking about what really happened there. Where Naomi says to Ruth 'Now, you are 
going to go over to Boaz and you are going to uncover his feet' And she said 'okay' and 
went and did it. Certainly there was a bit of an argument or a bit of 'I can't do that.' So it 
just made me think about them as actual people... think about what is unsaid in the 
story." 

2. Did you learn anything about yourself as a result of this workshop? Discuss. 
"I think I was surprised about what came up. There is something about whatever comes 
to mind just write about it, but I didn't expect the things that came up to be important to 
me. I have this narrative running through my life - things that have really changed who I 
am - but those weren't the stories I told this weekend. I was surprised by that. I think it's 
because we are changed in these like little ways as well as the big ways. Those were the 
things I was surprised at about myself." 
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"I think I learned through the things that I choose to write about that I'm pretty consumed 
at this point in my life with the events of the past two years. And it is very hard not to 
focus on those things. It's fine to focus on them, but on the theme of change there is a 
whole lot that has happened in the past two years and maybe a lot that I haven't fully 
processed and needed to work on this weekend. My preoccupation with my recent history 
was interesting to me." 

"I think I was a little preoccupied with my past. It just came up recently with something. 
And I realized that I haven't really let go of it. So, I'm going to let go of my writings and 
just leave them because I don't want to ever see them again. I'm letting it go, and I'm 
done. I've learned that I have turned a new page in my life so to speak, and I'm on a new 
chapter and it's good. Through processing my past yet again, which I have done so many 
times throughout my life on and off, I've been able to make peace with it and really truly 
let it go. I feel redeemed - a word that was used a lot in chapter four - and at peace with 
who I am, where I've been and what I've been through. I feel God's grace on me." 

"I think I reaffirmed or realized how much I do enjoy writing on things like this because 
you start out thinking 'oh this is a topic I've thought about so many times' but in the 
process of writing about it - 1 found that I never really ended up exactly where I started. 
So, I would always come to a new conclusion about something. It's an interesting way to 
look into your own stories or reflections." 

"The prompts were helpful, but sometimes I would think 'I don't know anything about 
gleaning.' But then forcing yourself to do it... and having this setting is helpful. On my 
own I'm might not do it or employ procrastination. So this forces us to work through 
those things." 

"When we were doing this last exercises, I was looking back at what I had written and 
thought were meaningless in the moment, where I thought 'why am I writing this stupid 
thing,' those are the ones I look back on and think 'oh...." 

"The prompts were helpful because when you feel stuck and are saying 'oh, I don't know 
about a gate' but being forced to think that there must be some gate in my life. And it just 
brought up pieces of my life or memories that I had but would never just natural come to 
on my own." 

"I also appreciated the challenge of thinking of three separate gates. On the first gate, I 
thought 'oh I wish I had written about the second gate,' and then you gave us the 
opportunity. And by the third one, that was nice." 
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3. Did you gain new insights related to change in your life as a result of this workshop? 
Discuss. 

"I think I thought about milestones in my life or important moments, but I don't know if I 
would describe them as holy moments. But it definitely brought up those things, those 
defining moments where I didn't necessarily think of them as holy but they probably 
were." 

"I was surprised by the role that sayings have played in my life over the past couple of 
years. I'm generally a person that hates kind of clich6 stuff, but the phrase that I shared 
with everyone 'what we resist persists' and I also wrote a story about someone telling me 
that 'this too shall pass'. These were just simple phrases that I actually used a lot to cope 
and move through hard times. It wouldn't really be a holy moment but something that 
someone told me in a moment that didn't necessarily mean a lot at the time that I kept 
coming back to later understanding more and more. I hadn't realized that I was doing 
that" 

4. Did you gain new insights into the role of the holy in your life as a result of this 
workshop? Discuss. 

"I kind of think of it as all intertwined. I think the writing exercises and reflection are 
spiritual acts. So it's kind of hard for me to separate this is spiritual and this is holy 
because I think it's all so connected." 

"I feel like all the things we did were trying to train us to be more fully present." 

"I think a lot of things that are holy or sacred go unnoticed in my life. And this year I 
have been better at recognizing the holy and recognizing the sacred ... and that doesn't 
always mean going to church. There are sacred moments sitting around my kitchen table. 
I think this weekend has caused me to recognize the sacred even though I'm not a super 
spiritual person but I have a lot of sacredness in my life." 

"Some of what I realized is that some of the most stressful times in my life were the times 
when I was trying to control things. But the process of letting go... talking about change, 
part of what I realized is that I just need to enjoy and let go. That's part of why I was 
saying 'you make your own fun, you make your own fun.' Seeing different things, seeing 
my sister go through hard times... so much of it is in her head, and if she could just get 
out of her head she would be okay. So I think that's been really helpful. Sort of letting go 
and letting a higher power ... just sort of submitting in a way. It sounds so passive but I 
don't mean it that way. It's powerful to accept who you are and where you are and being 
okay with that." 
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"I don't know if this is growth or an affirmation, but I feel like all these themes that have 
been going on all year keep getting brought up. Just even phrases people are saying. I 
don't know if that's an indicator of spiritual growth - you know it just keeps coming up. 
And this weekend, in some ways I felt like Patricia put this together just for me. It really 
felt that way - all the writing prompts and everything - 1 was just like, it's been perfect." 

5. Do you have any additional thoughts about the workshop or experience of the 
weekend? 

"I really like the idea of using the Bible this way. You definitely had the prompts with 
some sort of motivation to move us toward thinking about change. But it wasn't like 
every other Bible study that I've been a part of where there's almost like one lesson that 
everyone is supposed to learn - like we are all going to learn about being an excellent 
woman or that kind of stuff. It was guided but it was also self-guided. My mind took me 
wherever it wanted to go, and I think there is something exciting about reading over the 
stuff that I wrote to see what connections I don't see in the moment. I'm sure mere will 
be some holy moments in that. It was a nice little trip down memory lane - things I 
hadn't thought about in years." 

"I think something I thought was interesting was that I wrote a lot about the same thing 
yesterday in different ways and I didn't write about it at all today. Which I thought was 
funny. I think I got it all out. My husband always talks about the importance of self-
discovery and what you can discover for yourself. Why rob someone else of self-
discovery. I feel like by writing, by having a guide and by having that story it was all 
about self- discovery." 

"I just wanted to say that I thought this was a great group of women. We were really all 
engaged and had open minds and open hearts and everyone sharing has been great I told 
Patricia that I need to take notes when people are talking about their stuff. Just the words 
of wisdom and insight and experience has really impacted how I think and feel about my 
own. I really appreciate that." 

"I thought the prompts were very thoughtful and took us all in many different directions. 
I really valued the sharing time afterwards. And given our group, no one felt obliged to 
share all the time or no one stayed completely silent. We all felt comfortable sharing 
when we felt led to and that's actually really rare in a group. It may be one of the first 
times in my life when we all just share when we feel led to share. It's pretty special." 

"You created this atmosphere... where with these questions you are asking us, they can 
be very personal or they can be not so personal. You can answer however you wanted to. 
And you created this atmosphere where everyone felt comfortable to say what they 
wanted to say." 
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"I think the last one was maybe the most personal of all because you said we could write 
however we wanted to." 

"I think it's really cool too to know things that are meaningful to people that I would not 
normally know. [I may know from a social event where you work or what you like to do] 
but I'm not necessarily going to know about your [experience living in another country]. 
I think that's really something that is missing from a lot of relationships. There is the 
opportunity to build that kind of community but you can't. In this environment it totally 
makes sense. I like knowing people that way - otherwise it just feels really fake to know 
what you do and your hobbies." 

"It feels like the opposite of a Facebook status." 

"I think it was interesting in the sharing part what you were okay sharing and what you 
didn't share. Maybe that is more sensitive to you or what you should be paying attention 
to. Or maybe we just did a good job not oversharing." 



APPENDIX G 

FOLLOW-UP INTERVIEW 

1. Now that you have had more time to reflect, did you gain new insights related to 
change in your life as a result of this workshop? Discuss. 

2. Now that you have had more time to reflect, did you gain new insights into the role of 
the holy in your life as a result of this workshop? Discuss. 

3. Now that you have had more time to reflect, did you experience spiritual growth as a 
result of this workshop? Discuss. 

4. How could the workshop have been more effective in helping you tell your story? 
Discuss. 

5. How could the workshop have been more effective in helping you recognize holy 
moments in your life? Discuss. 
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APPENDIX H 

FOLLOW-UP INTERVIEW TRANSCRIPT 

Participant A 

1. Now that you have had more time to reflect, did you gain new insights related to 
change in your life as a result of this workshop? Discuss. 

"It's interesting the timing of the retreat and a book I've been reading. I was struck 
during the workshop by how large my recent past came up in the stories I wanted to tell 
and all of that. And, I guess insight into my own life would be that it has been a really 
monumental couple of years, and in the past when I'm in a reflective place I have tended 
to go way back to my childhood and think about different elements there. But at the 
retreat and since then I've been thinking about the past couple of years, the move we 
made, having [NAME] and then getting pregnant again, starting a school and just that I 
underestimated what a lot there was to process about that." 

2. Now that you have had more time to reflect, did you gain new insights into the role of 
the holy in your life as a result of this workshop? Discuss. 

"That's where I feel like this book I'm reading is intermingling with the content of the 
retreat. I'm reading a book called Expecting Adam written by Martha Beck and it's about 
10 or 11 years old and it's about her pregnancy with her second child who has Down 
Syndrome and it was a really terrible tough pregnancy and she had a lot of intense 
spiritual, holy moments within that And, I guess through that book and also through 
reflecting on the retreat, my insights I've gained have been that I really wanted to spend 
less energy judging things and the way I see the world and invest more time and energy 
into paying attention to holy moments in my life however they show up. Just a general 
sense of wanting to be more open instead of this critical, rational, skeptical identity that 
I've developed over the years." 

3. Now that you have had more time to reflect, did you experience spiritual growth as a 
result of this workshop? Discuss. 

"I think that would be the same. And, also I've been involved with the Mennonite Church 
Community with my husband who is Mennonite. Actually, he stopped going a while ago 
and I still go with [NAME] sometimes. But one byproduct of some of this reflection is 
thinking about a couple of other worship options that I hope might be less about going to 
church because I feel guilty - it's a small church getting smaller and I have a lot of guilt 
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associated with not going. And, I don't want to associate worship with that. So, I'm 
exploring other options, which is an element of spiritual growth since the retreat." 

4. How could the workshop have been more effective in helping you tell your story? 
Discuss. 

"Looking at the writing exercises through the prism of Ruth - they were very influential 
in how you formed the writing exercises, and they were very helpful. So, that was a plus. 
Personally, I probably would have enjoyed more of a variety of sources of existing 
spiritual writing - maybe people from ancient times, people from modern times, different 
approaches to talking about the divine outside of the Ruth biblical perspective. I think 
those would enrich the experience. That was the only thing I could think of. I think using 
Ruth was probably very helpful in Morming the exercises and I felt the exercises were 
really great." 

"I thought the schedule was good. The time it felt the most intense was first thing 
Saturday morning when we did several in a row. I was feeling rusty and it felt like a lot -
but I think I need that to get back into it. I thought it was a nice balance of writing and 
playing." 

5. How could the workshop have been more effective in helping you recognize holy 
moments in your life? Discuss. 

"Maybe more exploration into different text and different perspectives on holy moments 
and what that means. I think that term 'holy' can easily feel inaccessible. People think 
like 'wow, holy moments that sounds profound and maybe I don't experience that sort of 
thing.' So, sort of bring down to earth the phrase 'holy moments' and what that might 
mean to different people. I don't know exactly how you would go about doing that." 

Participant B 

1. Now that you have had more time to reflect, did you gain new insights related to 
change in your life as a result of this workshop? Discuss. 

"Yes, I did. Kind of in the form of realizing how tired I am of change. I feel like I've 
been changing and changing and changing for like the past decade really. I moved out of 
my parents' house when I was 18 and I just turned 28 and I have moved at least once a 
year if not more than once a year since then. Sometimes it just to another apartment and 
other times it has been to another city. And, I realized how ready I am to be still and to 
stay in one place. I think I was leaning toward that before, but after the retreat I was like 
'okay, my next move, that's it. I want to stay.' That's one insight I took away. I think part 
of that was the exercises that talked about change, especially the first writing prompt. I 
think one of the words was 'sojourn' and I don't remember what else, but I felt like I had 



so many experiences I could draw from and it made me realize how much I have been 
traveling through life instead of being still through life." 

2. Now that you have had more time to reflect, did you gain new insights into the role of 
the holy in your life as a result of this workshop? Discuss. 

"I think I made have said something like this during our feedback session at the end, but 
it made me realize how spiritual or holy my life really is and I just don't really 
acknowledge it as much. I feel like by being prompted to recognize the holy in my life 
has been really important for me - recognizing those moments, naming them, and giving 
them the importance that they deserve. Realizing that holy moments don't have to come 
from church or a spiritual retreat, they can come at dinner time or any time with my 
friends I can experience the holy. I've never really considered myself a spiritual person. I 
have always been more like earthy - 1 feel like I operate on the earth. I don't really pray. 
I believe in God, but I don't really think I'm really that spiritual. But it doesn't mean that 
I don't have holy moments." 

3. Now that you have had more time to reflect, did you experience spiritual growth as a 
result of this workshop? Discuss. 

"Bouncing off of what I just said, recognizing that spiritual growth doesn't have to look a 
certain way. It was a new experience for me in terms of using the Bible as a prompt to 
writing about my own life. It made me look at the Bible in a new way - as a way to look 
at my own life and not just an external thing to read. But to relate my life to it, and how 
my life relates to these people. I grew up going to church, going to camps and retreats 
and such, but I didn't realize there were any more ways I could look at the Bible because 
I had already looked at the Bible so much. But that aspect was really important to me." 

4. How could the workshop have been more effective in helping you tell your story? 
Discuss. 

"Something that was really helpful was the randomness of it - like, tell a story about a 
gate. I tried to think about a story about a gate in my own life was really hard, but it made 
me think about things that I wouldn't necessarily have. As difficult as it was, I think that 
was really important. I would keep those really specific prompts. I found that some of 
writing didn't really have that much to do with change, I just wrote a story about my life. 
So, I don't know if there could be prompts that are more specific to writing about change 
in my life." 
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5. How could the workshop have been more effective in helping you recognize holy 
moments in your life? Discuss. 

"More time to share about how other people go about recognizing holy moments in their 
lives. I think we had this really great, amazing group of women there, and I think it would 
have been really great to hear more from others about that aspect of their lives." 

"If you could make it an annual retreat that would be good. I raved about it afterwards 
and told people that honestly, I know it was free but I felt like it was carved out for me. 
And the fact that it happened a week after graduation it was just so perfect. It was 
amazing and it was a really great and important thing in my life. Thank you very much." 

Participant C 

1. Now that you have had more time to reflect, did you gain new insights related to 
change in your life as a result of this workshop? Discuss. 

"I think I realized it was a rough year for me this year. I think the weekend was such a 
nice holding environment for me to sit and reflect And, I think I realized in a lot of ways 
I need to kind of let go. I feel like just looking at the story of Ruth... she kind of just let 
go. And that's kind of a big deal. You know Orpah did her own thing... I don't know 
what she was really thinking. Ruth, I'm sure she was really sad and scared, and I think I 
kind of related to that. I think the weekend helped me find my inner anchor. Drop the 
anchor and let go. And when you are ready you'll get where you need to be. I've actually 
been very peaceful. I've had all this crazy stuff happening, and I think it will be fine." 

"The other one was that how interconnected everything is, especially on a spiritual level. 
I think that weekend really helped me to see that. The energy of things, the people that 
came together - you could really see it I think it has really opened my eyes to the 
interconnected of everything." 

2. Now that you have had more time to reflect, did you gain new insights into the role of 
the holy in your life as a result of this workshop? Discuss. 

"I think that that's what that is. I think it was more of like - not that there are little altars 
everywhere, but kind of. How very interconnected we are and how spiritual we are and 
how we affect other people and don't even know it. That has all been definitely 
magnified. Even people - we are walking altars. And really, the altar is what comes out. 
That's what I got." 

3. Now that you have had more time to reflect, did you experience spiritual growth as a 
result of this workshop? Discuss. 
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"I think it was kind of more like an awareness. I guess you could call it growth, but I feel 
like growth is very much like a vertical, like a flower, something gained. It felt like it was 
more like a horizontal growth, more of an awareness. I think what happened is that I feel 
stuff more. I think my Myers-Brigg feeler got helped out a bit. I think I was blocking it, 
understandably. It's okay to block it sometimes, but I think I was blocking it and I think it 
definitely perked out. I think there is definitely a spiritual aspect to that." 

4. How could the workshop have been more effective in helping you tell your story? 
Discuss. 

"I think one thing that was really helpful was the setting, and the people and the sense of 
safety. The structure was helpful. I think knowing that we are going to read this story and 
we are going to pull things from it was helpful. There were some unexpected things to it, 
but kind of having that all set up helped me relax more. It made me comfortable. So it 
wasn't hard for me to kind of tap into things because I was at ease where I was at. 
Because of the people around me, the way the things were set up - 1 felt safe. I think that 
was a big part of it." 

"I almost wished we could have talked about it even more. But that's kind of in hindsight 
after everyone jelled together. It's hard to share in a group. So, I'm not quite sure what 
would have prompted more of that I like that they were loose, and I like that sometime 
the stuff that came up for me was unexpected - for sure. And, I like that there was a 
theme. I had the theme in mind but all sorts of stuff popped up. That was helpful because 
it brought up some old stuff. And mat was good because there was a part of me that was 
still working through this and this is good that this is coming out" 

"I like that we were looking at characters in the Bible and really relating to them. I feel 
like a lot of times I was looking to other people for interpretation or tell me the point. But 
this time we interacted with them. And I think it really brought up a lot of empathy." 

5. How could the workshop have been more effective in helping you recognize holy 
moments in your life? Discuss. 

"I don't know. I felt like that whole retreat was a holy moment. You know that was a part 
of it. But I don't know that we had to bring it up necessarily. Part of it is just being in it 
and living in it." 

"Those [improvisation exercises] made you put yourself out there with people and that's 
tough. We all do that for counseling and group stuff we always start out with stuff like 
that, silly things. I was like 'oh, I'm glad, I need this.' What you do physically with your 
body you end up doing with your inner work stuff too. I think it was a great transition." 



Participant D 

1. Now that you have had more time to reflect, did you gain new insights related to 
change in your life as a result of this workshop? Discuss. 

"I don't know if I've had new insights, but the things I wrote that weekend have stuck 
with me in a way that's great One of my big insights was that change can feel good. It 
didn't feel good that weekend. I felt really overwhelmed with how much things were 
changing. But the weekend really helped me reflect on all the times when change felt 
really good to me, really natural. And, I had forgotten about that. When you are in the 
thick of things you forget. You forget when you felt differently. So, I guess the biggest 
things about that weekend was remembering all those times that I really embraced 
changed. And that has really stuck with me in this whole process of moving and finding a 
new job. It's really helped me kind of work through it I don't know if it's anything new 
but things have stuck with me and become my mantra - things can be good. When you 
are so in it you feel like it is going to last forever. But nothing lasts forever." 

2. Now that you have had more time to reflect, did you gain new insights into the role of 
the holy in your life as a result of this workshop? Discuss. 

"I feel like reflecting on the weekend that I actually thought about holy moments ... you 
have to work at them. Not arduously, but like you can be thoughtful about the time you 
take to reflect on the holy. And that has been hard for me lately because I'm going 
through a lot I don't plan that." 

3. Now that you have had more time to reflect, did you experience spiritual growth as a 
result of this workshop? Discuss. 

"Through the writing exercises I was able to look at things a little more objectively 
maybe, and I think that helps me grow spirituality. Some of it is realizing that I'm not 
that different from everyone else. And I think that has a lot to do with spirituality, that we 
are all connected in some way." 

4. How could the workshop have been more effective in helping you tell your story? 
Discuss. 

"What I would have really loved, and this is a personal preference, but I love being read 
to. So love when you read the chapters to us, and I think I would have liked more of that. 
And I really wanted people to read their stories, to read what they had written, which I 
know is like a balance. You want to make sure it's safe for everyone and not force them 
to read something. But I really enjoying listening to people to reading. What I really liked 
was the balance of writing but also like free time. I think it was really well planned. It's 
not a retreat if you are constantly working and exercising. You need a balance of 
reflection time. I really appreciated it." 
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5. How could the workshop have been more effective in helping you recognize holy 
moments in your life? Discuss. 

"I think it's a balance. We could have explicitly talked about it, but there's also that you 
want things to come up organically. I think you did a good job of not pushing things to 
where people didn't want to go. I'm not sure - 1 don't know. Maybe a writing exercise 
about a holy moment. I really appreciated the approach...'let me tell you a story.'" 

"I don't write a lot at all. But you made it okay to write. And, I felt very comfortable 
writing. I think your emphasize on 'it doesn't have to be good. Just keep writing 
whatever comes out. Just put something down." I think that was really helpful. The goal 
wasn't perfection or wonderful penmanship." 

Participant £ 

1. Now that you have had more time to reflect, did you gain new insights related to 
change in your life as a result of this workshop? Discuss. 

"I think I realized from the weekend mat I want to slow down a little and spend more 
time reflecting. Time passes by and all of a sudden it's like July." 

2. Now that you have had more time to reflect, did you gain new insights into the role of 
the holy in your life as a result of this workshop? Discuss. 

"It's interesting because right before the weekend I started journaling my holy moments 
from every day. And, I'm not really sure why I started doing that. Did you talk about holy 
moments? I know that right before we went, I've been journaling daily. But at work I 
would journal my holy moments. I started recording my holy moments as a way to focus 
on the positive things. During my work day and outside of work, and that's been really 
nice. I even did a holy moment review of my recent trip. Before the weekend I was 
writing down more a specific thing that happened, and I'm not sure, but after I was 
writing down more like a quality that was expressed or experienced and writing about 
that. So, I've been on the holy moment train. It definitely was encouraged by the 
weekend we had in Chattanooga" 

3. Now that you have had more time to reflect, did you experience spiritual growth as a 
result of this workshop? Discuss. 

"There were a lot of little things. And I know some I shared with you guys, like the 
realization that I spend so much time waiting at my job. And, I never thought it about it 
that way before. Almost, like how much time is wasted waiting around. And, how I don't 
want to spend my days waiting for someone to answer me so I can do something. So, 
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there were specific reflections on certain aspects of my life that I am intent on changing. I 
think there was also the reminder of how important taking time out and reflecting and 
writing is. And your questions and your exercises were so helpful to do that because it 
wasn't like here is an open tablet and go write. Instead, you gave a guided activity, like a 
framework so that we could do our reflections, which was really helpful." 

4. How could the workshop have been more effective in helping you tell your story? 
Discuss. 

"The exercises were all very helpful in that regard. I think you chose really well. I think 
you had a nice variety of exercises. I also think that your ease of share or don't share was 
really nice too. I know in so many groups where you have share every time or your 
expected to share - that ends up feeling so forced. And, even on my recent week-long trip 
you had to talk every time. It wasn't that you could share or not share. And, I think that 
put everyone at ease, thinking I only need to do this if there is something valuable, if I 
want to, etc. That was so great." 

"I guess there were two things - the activities and then the environment you created were 
so helpful. It gave me the opportunity to reflect." 

5. How could the workshop have been more effective in helping you recognize holy 
moments in your life? Discuss. 

"I guess if we had talked about what a holy moment is or defined what a holy moment 
means to them. To me a holy moment is any time I sense some sense of peace or 
happiness. And so, I guess having a little contemplation about what a holy moment is. I 
don't think it has to be something grand where suddenly you decide that you should work 
for world peace. I think it can be as mundane as taking out the trash that brings you joy. 
But I think it would have been nice to discuss that, examples maybe." 

Participant F 

1. Now that you have had more time to reflect, did you gain new insights related to 
change in your life as a result of this workshop? Discuss. 

"I definitely gained insight into the fact that I am presently in the process of change. I 
tend to short-change myself and err on the side of thinking I am not doing as well or not 
making significant progress. Therefore, not making the progress I should be making 
because I'm thinking I'm back here when I am really up here. I think it was helpful in 
acknowledging some areas of my life where I have made more progress than I realize. I 
think one person on the retreat mentioned a person they knew who thought they had all 
these problems, but really it's just in their head. If she just kind of let go and lived out 
where she was... it's self-sabotage kind of stuff. I think I came to terms with the fact that 
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I am steadily in the process of change and making progress. I'm just not at the beginning 
where I always think I am. I have to remember that change is a process, it's not going to 
be perfect. And as I'm in it, I'm changing and growing. It's a dynamic process." 

2. Now that you have had more time to reflect, did you gain new insights into the role of 
the holy in your life as a result of this workshop? Discuss. 

"Because we used Ruth as kind of the starting point, the scripture and tied it in with the 
other topics, I definitely had my head in thinking about spirituality and faith. And, I guess 
I just went into the whole weekend like that, thinking that this would be a spiritual 
growth opportunity and make the most of it. It has helped me identify some holy 
moments, some sacred space. For me, I tend to think almost everything is spiritual is 
some aspect or some way. I know that some things may not seem spiritual - like Ruth 
didn't mention God once - it still is and it still affects the big picture, my faith and 
spirituality. I was thinking about it, and I don't know if everyone there was a believer, but 
if you did more like group prayer kind of stuff. But then, I know I'm used that. I get 
something out of that, but I think it's more a personal thing. To me, when I journal, 
which is the style I wrote in, they often turn into prayers. To me, even journaling is how I 
talk to God. 

3. Now that you have had more time to reflect, did you experience spiritual growth as a 
result of this workshop? Discuss. 

"Writing is a really good tool for me. It's a really good therapeutic tool. I get a lot of 
them. I do find that they seem to be growth enhancing activities. Writing is one of my 
best things for spiritual growth, personal growth and reflection. Yes. It really was." 

4. How could the workshop have been more effective in helping you tell your story? 
Discuss. 

"I really don't know how it could have been more effective because it was so effective. I 
don't know that you need to fix it because it just worked out so well. And I know that 
part of that was that it was a really cool group of people. So, given it wasn't a cool group 
of people maybe I could give you some ways that would help improve on the situation. 
But I just think the style was so laid back that it made people comfortable - you can just 
share if you want but share just as much as you want. In terms of the setting we were in, I 
think it was helping in telling my story. Beforehand, I wondered if I would be willing to 
share with everyone - 1 wasn't sure what the vibe would be, or how in detail I would 
want to get. But I ended up, because the vibe was set how it was, that it promoted just the 
right amount of sharing and telling my story." 
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5. How could the workshop have been more effective in helping you recognize holy 
moments in your life? Discuss. 

"I wrote about holy moments. I didn't share as much about holy moments. Maybe we 
could have done that specifically. But I guess that's what the entire workshop was about. 
I don't know if a group prayer would be helpful before each session. I don't know if that 
would influence what we wrote about or shared or not" 

Participant G 

1. Now that you have had more time to reflect, did you gain new insights related to 
change in your life as a result of this workshop? Discuss. 

"I think so. One thing that surprised me was how much I wrote about what was 
immediately happening or what has happened in the past year. Which I think can be hard 
to reflect on when you are right in it I think it gave me a moment to pause and reflect 
about what had been happening, especially the first day, and it made me realize how I had 
reacted to things. Then the second day, it was almost like I got it out of my system, and I 
was able to write about other things. It is interesting how change was woven throughout" 

2. Now that you have had more time to reflect, did you gain new insights into the role of 
the holy in your life as a result of this workshop? Discuss. 

"I don't know if in my head I called it holy. But there were things that in my head I really 
struggled with and at the time I didn't know if it was going to work out and I felt like I 
didn't have control. But then through the writing exercises and the chance to reflect, it 
helps me see how things work out the way they are going to work out, and things evolve. 
It might not necessarily be my plan, but for the better I would say. I would characterize 
that as sort of insight into holy moments." 

3. Now that you have had more time to reflect did you experience spiritual growth as a 
result of this workshop? Discuss. 

"It was interesting because there was a sort of a group that was self-selected. So a lot of 
people in the group were either intuitive, or reflective, or spiritual and had a religion 
background. I think the first night when I was at your house I mentioned that I was 
intimidated because there were people who had Bibles, and I thought 'ah, I haven't had a 
Bible or read a Bible story since Sunday School.' The Bible stories I've read recently 
have been through literature. I've been to church, but it's been sort of sporadic. Being in 
that environment really made me think about things a little more broadly, look at the big 
picture. In that respect I would say I did look at things through a spiritual lens more than I 
normally do. So, yes." 



4. How could the workshop have been more effective in helping you tell your story? 
Discuss. 

"I think the pacing was right. I think after the prompt where you asked us to identify a 
word made me start paying more attention when you would read the chapters. I thought it 
was really interesting because not only did it refresh the story in our minds it gives it new 
meaning when you hear it rather than read it I thought the improv exercises were great 
ice breakers and the sharing was really nice. And, I think, it was a very equal amount of 
sharing. There was no one person who spoke too much or too little. And I think we 
learned so much about each other. That was probably the most surprising part to me was 
how open and willing people were to share of themselves and some things were very 
private. Another thing I thought was very interesting was just the different phases of life 
people were in. How I could so easily remember what it was like to be the three girls that 
had just graduated from graduate school and trying to figure out their next steps. I 
remember how lost I felt, and I kept wanting to tell them it was all going to work out if 
only they knew so they could enjoy the moment and transition. But I think bringing that 
group together in that environment with the exercises sort of opened us all up in ways 
that we probably didn't expect." 

5. How could the workshop have been more effective in helping you recognize holy 
moments in your life? Discuss. 

"Maybe if we had talked about it a little more. Maybe about how people define holy 
moments and not that there is one definition. I think it's so subjective and everything. 
And I think some people are spiritual without even realizing they are. And sort of like 
have faith in the universe. So I think if we could have had more discussion about that, but 
then it could have made us more self-conscious about it. For me, I think I do look at 
things, analyzing trying to understand the way the world works but I don't always apply 
the same spiritual language to it. I think that would help me recognize things that 
happen." 

Participant H 

1. Now that you have had more time to reflect, did you gain new insights related to 
change in your life as a result of this workshop? Discuss. 

"Yes, definitely. I think when I was reading back through the stories I realized that I am 
not very thoughtful about transition in my life. Like, I had a story about going straight 
from graduating college to a summer in Thailand, which was my first international 
experience, to moving here and starting seminary. They were all back to back. It made 
me think about other times in my life, like graduating from seminary, losing a job, getting 
ordained, ending a relationship, beginning a new relationship. All those things happening 
back to back, and I never stopped to process some of those things in the moment. I think I 
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always feel... I always give myself a hard for not being able to roll with the punches. But 
then when I step back and really reflect on it, well there's a lot of stuff going on and it 
might be hard to roil with the punches. So I think it was kind of healing in that aspect. To 
reflect on those things and recognize that I need more time to be okay with change." 

2. Now that you have had more time to reflect, did you gain new insights into the role of 
the holy in your life as a result of this workshop? Discuss. 

"There was one story I wrote about - about getting confirmation that it's okay for me to 
be a woman in ministry. That was definitely a reflection of a holy moment, and I don't 
think that I have embraced those holy moments for a while. I think probably since I quit 
work at [the church]. I think I developed some sort of wall to spirituality. I just have not 
been intentional about it. It reminded me that I really like those moments of everything 
being in place and you just have this confirmation that things are right It's good to think 
about that. I don't know that I will actually do anything with that But, it was good to 
recognize that and maybe I will give myself time to engage those moments." 

3. Now that you have had more time to reflect, did you experience spiritual growth as a 
result of this workshop? Discuss. 

"I have a hard time with this question because I'm not sure what spiritual growth is for 
me anymore. It used to be love, peace, patience, kindness... that sort of stuff. But that's 
just not the gauge of my life anymore. I definitely think there was some enlightenment. I 
don't know if I would call it spiritual. Maybe it was spiritual in the fact of sharing that 
enlightenment with so many other people and seeing how some of those stories are really 
similar or connect with each other. Enlightened, yes. I don't know if it was spiritual 
necessarily. And I don't think that was because it wasn't spiritual. I think that's because I 
don't know what spiritual means for me anymore." 

4. How could the workshop have been more effective in helping you tell your story? 
Discuss. 

"The only problem I had was that it was hard for me to write that long - my wrist. So, 
maybe typing. But it was really the most refreshing kind of experience because I have 
always enjoyed writing. And, I've always enjoyed creative writing. It's hard to make 
yourself do that on a daily basis. And, especially for that to be a reflection of change it 
your life. So, it's great to have someone else put that together and for me to just go on my 
own journey. And to not do the journey alone - the community that is not judgmental and 
it's not like we have this formula book. We are sharing the same experience but every 
body's experience is different. I think you should get paid for doing things like that." 



5. How could the workshop have been more effective in helping you recognize holy 
moments in your life? Discuss. 

"I think maybe a little more explicit statement about recognizing holy moments at the 
beginning. Because I don't think I remember seeing anything about holy moments until 
the end. And I think some of that was intentional on your part, but it didn't cause me to 
look at things in that frame of mind I guess." 

"It was really good reflection for me because I am at a place of big transition in my life. 
And, I'm realizing I don't necessarily need lots of things changing at the same time. I 
don't like lots of change and I make rash decisions and maybe I don't end up where I 
want to be. So that was good. So that was good confirmation - maybe a holy moment." 

Participant I 

1. Now that you have had more time to reflect, did you gain new insights related to 
change in your life as a result of this workshop? Discuss. 

"I realized that change is the hardest when it sneaks up on you. In the past, I've had a 
really hard time dealing with change. But this time it doesn't seem as hard and I'm not as 
anxious, and I think it's because I've been planning it and it is kind of on my terms. I'm 
taking a leap of faith a little bit, but it is still kind of on my terms." 

2. Now that you have had more time to reflect, did you gain new insights into the role of 
the holy in your life as a result of this workshop? Discuss. 

"I think that you can find the holy in your life when you make an effort to stop and reflect 
and think about. I think if you don't take time to stop and reflect and think about the past 
then you won't realize the holy in your life." 

"I think when you do things like the retreat, take time to be quiet and reflect you see the 
work of the holy. And you experience it." 

3. Now that you have had more time to reflect, did you experience spiritual growth as a 
result of this workshop? Discuss. 

"I realized that I had really been needing to do that, to stop and reflect like I said. And it 
was very apparent in the moments when I felt like breaking down into tears that there was 
something I needed to deal with and I needed to do some like inner work." 



4. How could the workshop have been more effective in helping you tell your story? 
Discuss. 

"One idea is maybe incorporating some art, like drawing or painting. That's something 
that I started doing anyways. I would just start doodling. But maybe if there were guided 
directions that might be nice." 

5. How could the workshop have been more effective in helping you recognize holy 
moments in your life? Discuss. 

"I mink maybe taking some time to define what a holy moment is. It's not something I 
thought about too much during the exercises. But then when we had the questions later, I 
was like 'holy moments,' I have to think about it. If we had taken some time to define it 
for ourselves then it would be kind of fresh in our minds and we would see it more." 



APPENDIX I 

WRITING EXERCISES 

Session I 

1. Every person in the workshop shares one word (no proper nouns or foreign words) that 
comes to mind when they think of the book of Ruth. Each person writes down all the 
words that are shared so that you have a list of words in front of you. Now, write a 
personal story using all the words on the list. (10 minutes) 

2. Close your eyes and imagine the scene from Ruth chapter 1 where Naomi is talking to 
her daughters-in-law. Where are these women as they have this conversation? Are they 
sitting or standing? What are they wearing? What's around them? Pick an object you see 
in this scene. Focus on it. 

Now, take that one object and tell me a story from your life where that same object also 
appears. (15 minutes) 

3. Pick an emotion that you have experienced often. Write a story about a time that 
emotion was overwhelming - so overwhelming that maybe it defined you. 

Like Naomi, give that emotion a proper name - make up a name. You might start your 
story with something like: "They should have called me Amber because I was so 
ambivalent...." (20 minutes) 

Session II 

1. Pick a word from the following list: Grain, water, bread, wealth, family, field, servant, 
morning, wings, vinegar. 

Now, use your word in a simile with "change." For example, "Change is like vinegar." 
Compare and contrast the two words. Tell me how change is like vinegar using a story 
from your life. (15 minutes) 

2. "To glean" means to "gather bit by bit." Write a story about a time you gleaned 
something. Use the word "glean" in your story. What did you glean? Was it easy or 
difficult? How much did you glean? How did you do it? (75 minutes) 
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3. Write your "History of Waiting." 

When do you remember waiting for something? Consider writing about the first, the 
longest, the shortest, the most exciting and/or the most excruciating time you waited for 
something. (25 minutes) 

Session III 

1. Using alliteration, pair another "S" word with the verb "seek" (any form of the verb is 
fine). Now write a personal story about your two-word phrase. (10 minutes) 

2. Write a story that begins "He/she told me, 'Do not fear' " 

(second half of exercise) Finish the sentence you are currently writing. Then, continue 
writing the story by finishing this sentence: "He/she said it was true " (15 minutes) 

3. Tell me about a morning when you woke up and were startled to discover that 
something had changed. Where were you sleeping? What changed? What was your 
reaction? (20 minutes) 

Session IV 

1. Tell me your memory of a gate - literally or metaphorically. 

Now, describe a different gate. 

And, tell me about one more gate in your life. (15 minutes) 

2. Write everything you know about change. It can be a story, essay, prose, poetry. Title 
it "On Change." 

This does not need to be a personal story like what you've written previously in the 
workshop. Instead, write this as a manifesto - a declaration - to your present and future 
self. Write what you have learned this weekend. Write new wisdom and old wisdom. 
Write what you often forget. Write what you want to remember. See this exercise as a 
giant Post-It note to yourself. (30 minutes) 



APPENDIX J 

WRITING EXERCISE STORIES 

PARTICIPANT 1 
Exercise 1 

Voice: 4 Organization: 2 Content: 3 Depth: 3 Total: 12 

The summer after undergrad, I sojourned with two friends around the world. Our parents 
all came to [CITY] for the big send-off, anxious about their daughters' fate and bereft 
that they would not see us for nearly a year while we traveled through strange lands. I 
remember boarding the plane for [COUNTRY] feeling so many things at once: disbelief 
that my trip was actually happening, excitement at all the adventures to come, anxiety 
about being a foreigner in strange lands, fear that we could get kidnapped or catch some 
disease, heartbreak at the possibility that I might not see my mother again, which was 
brought to my attention upon reading the details of my traveler's insurance regarding 
repatriation of my remains. I was also so comforted to be traveling alongside my best 
friends, and I couldn't believe our hard work, determination, and good luck were being 
harvested in a trip around the world. Saying bye to my mother, tears in both of our eyes, 
is a memory that will never escape me. 

Exercise 2 

Voice: 4 Organization: 2 Content: 3 Depth: 3 Total: 12 

I envision Naomi sitting around a fire with her daughters, discussing future plans while 
drinking tea from an earthenware cup. Cups have been present throughout the mundane 
and momentous occasions in my life, whether raising a glass in celebration or sitting 
around my kitchen table clutching a cup of coffee and grieving with friends. The 
beverages we drink and the types of cups we use reflect the time of day or month or 
season in which we drink. This year, drinking has had a central place in my life. It's been 
a year of change and anxiety, but also a year of growth and of beautiful friendship. My 
friends have gathered at my table countless times this year, and we have consumed 
bottles and bottles of wine, sometimes from cups because I don't have enough wine 
glasses and sometimes even straight from the bottle, as we hash out our problems and our 
next steps and stand by and affirm one another. These struggles have manifested a 
beautiful friendship, and as I have clung to my cup this year, I have also realized that it's 
overflowing. 
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Exercise 3 

Voice: 4 Organization: 4 Content: 4 Depth: 3 Total: 15 

I could have easily been named Tilly, after a children's song I learned in church called 
"Temper Tantrum Tilly" about a girl who had a fit each day, and you could hear her all 
the way to San Jose, kicking her feet and screaming. I was prone to tantrums as a child 
from a very young age. I had plenty of questions and needed reasons for rules and 
directions, which my parents, who were of the "because I told you so" brand of child-
rearing, took as a sign of disrespect One particular episode that stands out in my memory 
is one which escalated to me running away from home. At the age of 6,1 decided I didn't 
want to go to school anymore. I had loved kindergarten and my beautiful, kind, young, 
blonde teacher Miss Fisher. In kindergarten, we got to sing songs and play all day, and 
first grade was a huge let down. I wasn't in class with any of my friends from the prior 
year, we had to work all day and learn to read, and I was scared to death of my teacher, 
who was a man named Mr. Tune. It turns out Mr. Tune was a wonderful, kind, and gentle 
man, but I was used to primarily being around women, since my mom stayed home with 
us, I was close with my grandma, and my kindergarten teacher and all my Sunday school 
teachers were women. 

One day, I announced to my parents that I wasn't going to school anymore. Instead of 
explaining that I had to go to school because it's important for me to learn and eventually 
become employable, not to mention the fact that the law mandates it, my parents simply 
said "yes you are." I was a very stubborn child and did not appreciate this reply, so I 
announced to my parents "fine, I'm running away then." My parents, underestimating the 
severity of my willpower, attempted reverse psychology with me, and replied "Ok, have 
fun, we'll miss you." At this, I went to my room and packed up several changes of 
panties in a bandana, tied it to the end of my baton (hobo style, like Pee Wee in Pee 
Wee's Big Adventure) and set off down the road. I made it off our property and was 
heading down the highway when I started feeling sad that I'd never see my family again 
and started crafting a plan to get a job so I could support myself. As sad and scared as I 
was, I never considered turning back, because I was that stubborn. It was around this time 
that my sister began freaking out and told my parents that I was running down the 
highway. At this point, my dad ran after me and scooped me up, and I'm guessing my 
parents figured that the tactics used to keep my more mild-mannered sister in line would 
not work on "Tilly." 

Exercise 4 

Voice: 3 Organization: 3 Content: 3 Depth: 2 Total: 11 

Change is like water. As seasons change, water takes the form of rain, snow, ice, it melts 
and becomes flowing rivers and waterfalls we jump into in summer. Change is water 
flowing from my eyes. Sometimes I don't know how all of that water could be inside me 
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or how it finds its way out through my eyes in such strange moments. Change, like water 
can bring such joy. Growing up at a lake, vacationing on beaches, water has always been 
a great comfort to me, and I feel drawn to it. But change, like water, can also be scary, 
because there could be sharks or gators or it could turn into a hurricane or a flood. Last 
year, there was a great flood on my birthday, the flood destroyed many lives and homes 
and shopping centers and the symphony hall, and it also brought the whole community 
together. Instead of spending my birthday celebrating with friends, I spent it alone in my 
apartment, working on a final because no one could leave their houses. My year began 
watery and stayed pretty water, lots of tears as my friends had babies with complications 
and broke up with boyfriends and grew and transitioned and lots of ice during winter that 
paralyzed the city, and now lots of oceans and lakes and warmth. 

Exercise 5 

Voice: 3 Organization: 1 Content: 2 Depth: 4 Total: 10 

Over the years, I have gleaned life-long friends that have become an amazing web of 
support and reservoir of strength and joy. When I think about the places I've lived and 
the friendships I've developed and maintained through high school, college, traveling, 
working, grad school, etc., I am amazed that I have encountered and connected with so 
many wise, talented, and hilarious women. From my mom, I learned to be patient. From 
my sister, I learned to be kind. From [NAME], I learned to be funny. From [NAME], I 
learned to not sweat the small stuff. From [NAME] and [NAME], I learned to be silly 
and sincere. From [NAME], I learned to be brave. From [NAME], I learned to be bold 
and I learned to network. From [NAME], I learned to smile and comfort From [NAME], 
I learned to ask questions. I feel so fortunate to have gleaned so many friendships with so 
many women who are so great at doing life, and I hope that I can provide substance from 
which others can glean. I also wish all these amazing women could connect in one place, 
because we could take over the world. 

Exercise 6 

Voice: 3 Organization: 2 Content: 3 Depth: 4 Total: 12 

Right now, I feel like someone hit the pause button on my life, because I'm waiting for a 
job, which will determine where I live and where I finally put down some roots. I have 
moved a lot over the past decade, never staying in the same house or apartment for more 
than a year, and I'm tired of moving, tired of packing and unpacking, and changing. I'm 
ready to stay in one place for a while, to decorate a place knowing I'll be able to enjoy it 
long-term, to start following local politics and become involved in the community outside 
of my immediate circle of friends and colleagues. Once I have a job, I'll have a sense of 
place and permanence, and I feel like other aspects of my life (romantic relationships) 
will fall into place, because I'll be more open and invested in where I am. Right now I'm 
talking to a guy but things are kind of on hold because I might not be around long. 
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Waiting sounds like such a passive word, but this waiting is active, and it's work. I'm 
living on job sites and networking and interviewing and trying to get as many irons in the 
fire as possible, hoping that someday soon something will turn up, and the wait will end, 
and the rest of my life can begin. And I'll be able to unpack my bags and carry on a long-
term relationship, and vote in local elections, and who knows - maybe even become a 
homeowner. Looking back, I realize that I've cut off or not been open to relationships on 
so many occasions because of my transience. I didn't want a boyfriend going to college, 
so I didn't see things through with my prom date and crush who asked me out I didn't 
pursue things with a summer flame because camp was ending and we were going to 
school in different places. I didn't want to be in a relationship when I was studying 
abroad or traveling, so I was closed to the possibility of a relationship in the months 
leading up to and throughout those times. I've been closed off to relationships during 
months leading up to several other moves, and I'm waiting for a job, to stay in one place, 
to allow the possibility of the long-term. 

Exercise 7 

Voice: 4 Organization: 3 Content: 3 Depth: 4 Total: 14 

One day during a summer in high school, I'm guessing the summer after my junior year, I 
went to the beach with all my high school friends for my friend [NAMEj's birthday. We 
got to his grandparents beach house and went swimming, played volleyball, grilled out, 
flirted endlessly with the opposite sex, had a skim boarding contest, shot water balloons, 
you name it. And of course, we took millions of pictures so we could preserve all these 
amazing memories. This was one of the first summers we all could drive, and we loved 
the freedom of being able to get far enough away that our parents' couldn't keep a close 
eye on us. I remember being obsessed that day with preserving this memory - somehow 
the memory became more important than the fun I was having, and now, looking back, I 
realize I was not really having that much fun because I did not feel the freedom to 
completely be myself around those friends. I was simply seeking an ideal high school 
experience so that when I looked back at photo albums, I would remember how much fun 
I had and not how self-conscious I felt. 

Exercise 8 

Voice: 3 Organization: 2 Content: 2 Depth: 3 Total: 10 

She told me "Do not fear." "It's all going to be okay; it will all work out," she said. 
"There's positive energy around us. We have a soundtrack to our lives, and I can hear the 
music, and the music is getting happier and more peaceful; the scary part is over." She 
says these things in the most matter-of-fact way, so sure and confident in herself and her 
intuition, that I actually believe her, like she's speaking this truth into my life, into 
existence. We sit around my kitchen table, and she affirms that it's going to be okay, as 
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we pass around the bottle of wine, and she has repeated it so often that I somehow know 
it will be. And even if it's not, her words help me be okay for now, and maybe that's all 
that matters. She said it was true that there have been a lot of disappointments this year, 
and a lot of sadness, but thank God we're women, because we know how to hold these 
things, all this water, our running metaphor, and we can pour out water and our friends 
will drink it in and help us carry all the water we're burdened with. But it's summer time, 
and the music is turning happy, and the apartment pool just opened, so we can jump in, 
and swim around in happy water and it will dilute all that sad, anxious water we've been 
carrying for our friends. 

Exercise 9 

Voice: 4 Organization: 4 Content: 3 Depth: 3 Total: 14 

I rarely remember my dreams. I want to so badly, so I can dissect them and try to figure 
myself out on a deeper layer. Sometimes when I'm traveling, I remember my dreams the 
next morning; I think because I'm so out of my own element in a foreign land that my 
subconscious is very active in the night One of the few dreams that I can vividly 
remember is actually one from when I was a very small girl. At the time, jellies - those 
plastic sandals - were all the rage, and I wanted some so badly. I begged for them, and 
my mom actually tried to get me a pair, but she couldn't find any mat were my size. I 
was only about 4 or 5 years old, and very small for my age, and I guess not many jellies 
came in that small size. One night, I had a dream that I had my very own pair of jellies. I 
loved my jellies and I was so, so happy that I finally had them. It was one of those 
dreams that seems so real that you wake up thinking it all really happened, so when I 
woke up, I naturally headed straight to my closet so I could put my new jellies on. I was 
met with unimaginable disappointment when I opened my closet and there were no jellies 
to be found. Eventually, my sweet mother was able to find a pair of jellies small enough 
to fit my tiny feet, and I work those suckers out. I wore them with every outfit, and I 
stared at my feet, and I loved what I saw. The jellies were pink, and I somehow work 
them to the point that they actually lost their color and turned into this opaque/off-whitish 
color. When I finally grew out of them, my mother couldn't part with them. She had 
searched for them so hard, and I loved them so much, that she's hung onto them for all 
these years. They're still in her closet, and she jokes about bronzing them. There's really 
not a whole lot worth spending money on if you're not going to love it as much as I loved 
my jellies. 

Exercise 10 

Voice: 3 Organization: 2 Content: 2 Depth: 2 Total: 9 

(Part 1) I can't think of a story about a gate. The only gate I can think of is the gate in the 
movie The Secret Garden, which I watched often as a child. In the movie, Mary Lenox 
finds a hidden key, which opens the gate to the secret garden. When she finds the key in a 
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pile of fall leaves, she holds it up and says "the key!" which my sister and I would say all 
the time growing up. We would hide keys so that we could find them, and then say this 
phrase the same way Mary Lenox would. 

(Part 2) I watched this movie a lot at my aunt's house, and she had a gate that would open 
automatically like a garage door, which always impressed me to no end. Whenever we 
went over to her house, I would ask my mom if I could be the one to press the button to 
open the gate, so that we could drive onto her property. Sometimes I would stand on the 
gate and ride it as it opened. I loved going to Aunt fNAMEJ's house. She had no kids of 
her own, but lots of kids in her life, and she had a whole play room full of toys that I 
absolutely loved. She also had an old bronco, and would drive us kids around her 
property, and would let us not wear seat belts on her property so we could bounce around 
in the back. 

(Part 3) There was a gate at the camp I worked at one summer. Under the gate, there was 
a grated metal thing that helped keep the horses in, because they couldn't walk over the 
metal slats. I guess their hooves would fall through. I was really scared to walk over it 
too. The camp was its own universe with its own politics, its own drama, its own routine 
and vocabulary and menu. The gate blocked the outside world. On weekends, leaving 
camp, through the gate, was a very highly sought-after experience. One of the most 
important things a camp staffer could do was befriend someone with a car, so you'd have 
a chance to go to Wal-Mart or the city. 

Exercise 11 

Change seems to be the only constant in my life lately. Over the past ten years, I have 
moved - packed up all my stuff and changed dwellings - sixteen times. Sixteen times! 
When you move this often, you learn to pare down to the essentials, to not accumulate 
too much stuff. In a way, there is a lot of freedom in being so mobile, and you get to 
experience so many places, and connect with so many amazing people, and learn so many 
important things. But after ten years, change is exhausting. I have to move again soon, 
because my lease is up and I don't have a plan yet for next year. At this point, I'm used to 
moving, so the actual act of moving is not what I dread. It's more the fact that I just don't 
feel like it. I know life will never stop changing. I will always grow older, and I will 
watch my parents grow older, and I will watch my sister and I transition into "real 
adults," but I'm ready for this pace of change to slow a little. From what I've 
experienced, change is not something I need to fear. Even if it's a hard transition, I know 
I can adapt, I know I have a great support system, and I know I will make it. Change is 
sometimes scary, but more often exciting, and there's always goodness within the 
change, but sometimes you have to look closely to find it. When I say I'm tired of 
change, it doesn't mean I don't like it I just need to sit down and rest a bit, and maybe 
not inflict so much rapid change on myself, maybe stay in one place and watch things 
change instead of moving so often and being the one who changes and adapts. I'm lucky 



to have the ability to say that change is usually a good thing - 1 know that's not the case 
for a lot of people. 

PARTICIPANT 2 
Exercise J 

Voice: 4 Organization: 3 Content: 3 Depth: 2 Total: 12 

Leaving [STATE] from [STATE]. 
It was time, the harvest had come in and all signs pointed to [STATE]. I had the support 
of my sister and my friends for what would become the biggest sojourn of my life. My 
mother however was heartbroken that one of her daughters would choose to leave, not 
over a man or a job or even school but for the sake of heading west and to find out what 
is out there. 

It was hard watching my mother cry and I couldn't believe I could cause her this much 
pain. I read Mary Oliver over and over the days leading to my departure "as you strode 
deeper and deeper into the world.. .determined to live the only life you could live" is 
what Mary told, and so I landed a foreigner in [STATE] without resources, one of which 
was my bereft mother who couldn't fight her own sadness to encourage me on. 

She was scared for me, which was unnecessary because I was plenty scared that I didn't 
need any help. 

I don't tell this story bitterly or with regret because she is in control of her own life. I tell 
it because I know I can be just as scared for others' journeys as she was for me. I guess I 
tell it and remember it for the dramatic way I moved and the way it added to the suspense 
about how my life would unfold there. 

I started pounding coffee and of course the barley drink that paid my rent and [?]. 

Exercise 2 

Voice: 2 Organization: 1 Content: 1 Depth: 2 Total: 6 

I can think of a sign post. I think of that sign post in [CITY] and realizing I'm so far away 
from everywhere but that's about it, isn't it and that night they played songs with the [?] 
something and we drank out of a growler, but I didn't know what a growler was, I was 
even at that moment thinking things were just beyond my grasp (as they are today). 

"I see things so hazy," and I can't even draw it that well - this brings up feelings of 
failure - that I can't even think of a good story to write. My it's no one's fault but my 
own. That I can't speak and write about the story of my life when I don't even know 
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what that is. Where else have I seen these - Disney world? [?] somewhere else.. .recently 
so I think Margaritaville! This is hard and is bringing up a lot for me feelings of 
inadequacies, feelings of lost. I'm lost in the abyss, I can't think of a story that is even 
adequate let alone meaningful, keep working. Keep trying and I've told myself that 
something will happen - well nothing - nothing is happening. 

Exercise 3 

Voice: 1 Organization: 1 Content: 1 Depth: 1 Total: 4 

They should have called me.. .Leo. I'm a dragon. I'm upset. I've been hurt, I've hurt 
someone. I feel sad yet strangely protective. Like a lion with a thorn in her paw who is 
hurting so badly but all she can do is roar when someone tries to help her take the thorn 
out. 

At that moment the lion forgets how strong he is, all he can think about is the pain. He 
licks his wound even if the morn is still in. I've seen my dog do it, the closest a dog can 
come to actually being a lion. 

I feel this way a lot, I know I'm brave and I hunt, prowl, and protect, but man when there 
is a thorn in my side I can't help but yelp in pain (also, I'm working on my roar). 

It's like listening to the words of Pre-tey-peevy - Mary crying out in pain. 

I like strong coffee and naked friends and think because of this pain. But how did that 
thorn get in there? I'm having slightly more compassion for myself this time around. 
When I have felt pain: (the thorn) 

• Not being heard 
• Subjugating my own feelings for someone else's 
• When change happens too fast 
• Being forced to do something I don't want to do/don't feel is ok. 

Think about how this translates to not having a partner!!! 

Stich up the wound (licking will only get you so far). 

Exercise 4 

Voice: 1 Organization: 1 Content: 1 Depth: 2 Total: 5 

Change is like water: the water is necessary and vital yet unapologetically destructive. 
The Grand Canyon had no say but to be cut by the Colorado, and yet it still happens. I've 
been worn and smoothed over by change, battered by rushing waters: And yet I can also 



149 

be the water: feeling out of control and rushing towards something unknown until you 
finally take your place among the drops of the ocean only to be taken up again by the 
clouds and start to feel something new again. 

Layers of sediment are being taken out of me. It feels uncomfortable but what is 
underneath is beautiful. I am unsure, I can't help but feel though there has to be an easier 
[?] it feel any better to be the water. 

Exercise 5 

Voice: 1 Organization: 1 Content: 1 Depth: 1 Total: 4 

Gathering beauty into the booth: glean beauty from everything: 

Glean friends: I moved to [CITY] ironically it has helped me let go (somewhat) because 
it show me that something wonderful is on its way (I'd give thanks for unknown blessing 
already on the way). What I glean is the only thing I can do gather bit by bit the 
goodness. I'm gathering in the harvest. What did you seen on Charlotte today (even 
tornados play). 

Glean courage! Gleaning a tribe of people all over the country, the world! 
I had a Volkswagen golf and [NAME] comes in and says.. .whose Volkswagen is outside, 
and I said mine! She says - oh you're a member of the tribe. 

Gleaning good things: recipes, questions, comfort, support. What I'm not gleaning: 
meaning, clarity, answers! 

Exercise 6 

Voice: 3 Organization: 2 Content: 2 Depth: 2 Total: 9 

My mother having surgery, waiting to hear the results. [NAME] is in town, we are sitting 
at my table: the news can either be ok or really bad: they don't know if it's cancerous 
until they open her up: she also won't be able to breathe on her own. Simon asks if I need 
some time alone, I think of how different this is from my sister when she didn't think to 
ask and didn't think to wonder if I'd need some time after my doctor's appointment, so 
we didn't talk. I took a nap. 

But I'm not thinking of that at that point. In fact, that happens a few months later, with all 
this build up. So I buy a growler of beer on the way home, knowing either way I'll want 
to drink. I'm quiet and withdrawn, [NAME] is [?]. 

I lay in the hammock, but I don't smile or cry, it is done and I am exhausted. 
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Fast forward to sitting at [NAMEj's kitchen table I feel uneasy and heavy, and both 
[NAME] and [NAME] have never seen me this way before. Again, I'm tired and 
overwhelmed and I don't want to wait anymore, this time however I don't know what I'm 
waiting for: I'm at the waiting place waiting around for the fish to bite, waiting for the 
wind to fly a kite. 

Weeks later we read T.S. Eliot and he knew about waiting too! He too lived through these 
years: this waiting feels different than now. As [NAME] would see, I'm at about 4:00,1 
still can't see anything and like a pagan praying the days will once again get longer, I'm 
praying the dawn will rise as it has always: only it didn't for Naomi... 

Waiting.. .makes me tired. 

My dreams are lies that I have tried to ignore: my dreams fly me to a place near 
Baltimore (not ?). 

Waiting for news about my mother felt overwhelming yet a passiveness was palpable. I 
was far away and my dad was there for her: all I could do was waiting (and not be tired 
by waiting) and yet I was. 

Exercise 7 

Voice: 2 Organization^ Content: 2 Depth: 1 Total: 7 

I wrote I heart soy on my arm and a man came into the shop asking if I mean soy = 
myself- no, I really love soy. 

I was cleaning up and found a big pink piece of chalk in my clean up, but I don't know 
where it came from. Walking to my car, parked on [?] was written in front of my car, 
"Find beauty in the fact that you always seek it, and it will always be there." 

Who did that? Why? I guess that whole experience of working the coffee [?] job brought 
magical experiences everyday. I always say the lessons came quick in the form of people 
walking through my door or a pink chalk in my tub. 

Soy seek, you can open up to the [?] early, starting often with listening to all the people 
that walk in your door. 

I remember this story because I had written it down. The importance of recording all the 
soy moments. 

You are never really sure when the [?] will come in to sweep and ask you to watch [?] (it 
will change your life.. .is what he said). He wanted to hang with me, but we only ever 
saw each other when I worked late on Thursdays. 
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Exercise 8 

Voice: 2 Organization^ Content: 2 Depth: 1 Total: 7 

He told me do not fear. Darlin, do not fear what you don't really know. Driving up 
interstate 81 on my way home/back? (all the trips blend together these days). [NAME] 
and [NAME] had been in love quite literally I think with [NAME], and I bought his CD 
just because of them. Cruising on a 12 hour lonely drive with only my four legged friend 
to guide me (she isn't that good at reading maps). He said, "Go if you have to go, I won't 
follow just so you know, leave if you have to leave - but I won't be there when you come 
home." 

[NAME] was there for me when I was alone, and he said "Darlin do not fear what you 
don't really know." 

He said it was true that "you are a secret waiting to be found out, soon you'll be what 
everyone is talking about," but that wasn't on this particular trip. We listened to that song 
consistently when on that other famous road trip, but cruising on 81, this was his new 
CD. 

It makes me think of going to his concert with [NAME] (somehow he has a spot in this 
story), and [NAME] was a champ on the stage (finally a happy memory). It made me so 
happy to realize this guy was like me and [?]. 

Exercise 9 

Voice: 3 Organization: 3 Content: 3 Depth: 3 Total: 12 

I think this is maybe cliche but I remember vividly what 9/11 felt like (maybe because 
I'm not to cognizant most days). I was a senior in college. I remember [NAME]'s alarm 
going off with the radio announcing a plane had hit the WTC. She rolled over and shut it 
off, I can hear it still, but nothing registered and we went about our day (it was 9ish, 
right?). Like going to bed the night [NAME] died, we could have never expected the next 
day, I think that the picture I have of us is of the night before, but I can never be sure, but 
I've still attached that memory to it. 

Back to 9/11, we went to class. I remember the room and the professor, it was cognitive 
psych, although I can't remember what he looks like. But I remember his essence. 

Someone walked into our class and said the WTC has been hit and the professor was 
silent (or maybe he tried to continue but couldn't), and we got sent home. My roommates 
were watching TV... and again, just like [NAME]'s picture (or our picture of the night 
before), I don't know if I saw the second plane go into the building on the TV because I 
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think at the time not even the newscasters knew (they thought it was a replay, maybe?). 
Then we started thinking of all our people, [NAME] in Midtown, [NAME] in the 
building, Uncle [NAME] in the Pentagon (I went to go talk to Uncle [NAME]). I knew 
[NAME] was far away, but I still was worried. 

And I made soup from the newly discovered coop 2 blocks from my apartment. I'd tell 
people all the time I made soup that day - as if this makes me good, or honest, or of the 
earth. I didn't know what else to do - and I was waiting for news which didn't come until 
sometime later. [NAME] walked across the GW (am I making that up too?). Uncle 
[NAME] was in the building, so was [NAME], both got out safe. 

We had a lot of American pride afterwards, I wore my "I love America" shirt for 
Halloween when I was a lady bug with fake eyelashes and got [?] on the sheet (was it a 
result of 9/11 or not). 

It's true our security was shattered, but not in state college. There was a prayer vigil on 
the lawn, we went back to class. This terrible event - grew up like the day [NAME] died 
- 1 couldn't shut off the TV for fear of silence (maybe why I made soup for fear of 
annihilation), not because I am salt of the earth. I grew up, I became like the big sister, I 
grew like the U.S. 

Exercise JO 

Voice: 2 Organization: 1 Content: 1 Depth: 1 Total: 5 

[NAME] - it looks like the gates - what do you mean? (i.e. what are you talking about?) 
You know, the gates in Central Park. I don't think I've seen them. When you see the 
picture, you'll know what I'm talking about. Driving through the night in the middle of 
Wyoming the orange reflectors were the only way we knew we were making progress. 

No moonlight - artificial lights would only come up every few hours. 

She was right, I saw the gates later - long orange floating pieces of fabric, he first one I 
thought of were the wrought iron gates in Charleston and how I snuck (the gate was open 
so it wasn't really sneaking) to pee in the church's yard, of course it was after a long 
night of drinking. 

I somehow felt I was being sneaky even thought there was nothing inherently bad about 
it, I don't know why I remember it so vividly, and [NAME] was there. 

For the prom we built a gate for our enchanted castle or something like that, it was white 
and furry (with like white garland or something that was shiny). It didn't really lead 
anywhere, I'm not even sure you could walk through it, you could walk around it. 
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Basically as non-functional as you could get, it was about 12 feet tall and 8 feet across 
and stood when you walked in to hill [?] hall. 

That prom night was forgettable, so was the gate, yet it sticks out in my mind, and we 
took pictures behind it like it was keeping [NAME] and [NAME] in? 

Exercise 11 

"And there we wept when we remembered Zion." 

I said "they couldn't sing because they were in a strange land" and Suzanne said "yes, but 
they did." 

"This train is bound for glory," they sang later. You can feel both regret and longing, 
hopeful and excited. Although Frankel said sadness fills you up no matter how great or 
small like it is a [?]. Is there room for both? Both courage and fear, love and joy? 
How clearly do I need to the stars, will the future ever arrive, will I be ok. 

[NAME] says I will be ok, [NAME] says you will find peace. How are they so sure? 
[NAME] told me I wouldn't say it if it weren't the case. 

[NAME] also told me I am a queen holding hands with the universe (can we be pen pals 
again?) 

I stick loneliness your hands and two coins into my pocket for small change. I choose 
freedom (I will choose free will). 

Change feels like a choice and when I'm not choosing I feel out of control. Yes I'd like to 
consider the lilies but they are of a singular mind and aren't given the choice. 

She touches everything she changes. Everything that changes she touches. We are all part 
of it, no one has control or doesn't. Also think of the time the change was easy, felt good, 
lessons were reflected upon and I wasn't so growly. I.e. I don't have to feel this way 
while changing, there are more compassionate ways to change. Also I can be rubbed raw 
without feeling like the Grand Canyon. I feel just as raw this weekend like a good body 
scrub (invigorating) or a jump in the ocean/lake. 

PARTICIPANT 3 
Exercise 1 

Voice: 4 Organization: 3 Content: 3 Depth: 4 Total: 14 
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The day my mother left - 1 sat on the stairs of our split-level home with my dad. We 
watched her, heartbroken, as she packed up her belongings in an old pick-up truck that 
she had borrowed from a well-meaning friend. Or maybe it was her boyfriend's. No one 
really asked where it came from. That wasn't the issue. The issue was that she was 
leaving, she was walking through the house, taking inventory mechanically, as we cried. 

I gave her a school picture, wallet-sized for convenience (I was a good middle-child 
looking to be as little a nuisance as possible) before she left. I didn't want her to forget 
me on her journey. I was trying to give her a piece of me to take with her. Ironically - 1 
wasn't trying to take a small token of her to remember her by. Perhaps this was a way to 
control the situation - to have the upper hand: the 11 year old daughter controls the 
situation by trying to give her mother an out: "Here" my 11 year old self said to her -
"this is absurd - look how absurd your leaving is - daughters shouldn't be giving mothers 
pictures to remember them by. It should be the other way around." 

Exercise 2 

Voice: 4 Organization^ Content: 2 Depth: 3 Total: 12 

I pictured a fort that was covered with dirt/was dusty. The only connection I can make 
between that and my life is the book, City of Joy. My parents both loved that book - they 
both, separately, have listed it as their favorite. In that book (which was also made into a 
major motion picture starring Patrick Swayze) there is a point where a poor Indian family 
wants to marry their daughter off and they can't because they have no money for a 
dowry. Long story short, one of the youngest brothers is able to steal a necklace during a 
street fair altercation by surreptitiously picking up the necklace with his dusty foot while 
the owner of the jewelry and another individual are arguing. Perhaps that scene is so 
salient to me because as a child I was aware of how salient it was to my parents. 

The underdog - the poor - are able to get ahead and that definitely connects to my 
heritage - and I am sure made a large impression on my parents - who in turn made a 
point of translating that value to us. 

As a young girl, I was constantly reminded to remember the poor because my dad always 
made a point of doing it. I remember one family vacation - we were in [NAME] and my 
dad, my older sister and I came across a homeless woman, Sarah. We talked with her, 
found out her story, and then we went to buy her breakfast. The poor had more than a 
label - they had a name, a face, a story. My dad made them human. And I am so grateful 
for that. It has affected me to the point that I think I try to do this with others in my daily 
life and in my career choice. 

We went back to try to find Sarah the next day. She wasn't at her usual spot on the stairs. 
As an 8 year old, I was convinced she was an angel. 



Exercise 3 

Voice: 4 Organization: 2 Content: 3 Depth: 4 Total: 13 

My chiropractor told me the other day that young people often don't realize how much 
pain they are in. She was saying this in relation to the progress I have made. Structurally, 
after having been in a car accident earlier in the year. And I think she was right. It took 
me an entire month of car-accident-related ailments to get me to make an appointment, 
and it wasn't until things began to help me right what was wrong (my spine had shifted 
way off center from the impact) that I actually began to really feel how terrible I felt. 

I had always prided myself on my high pain tolerance - but after a tumultuous year 
(medical issues, car accident, breaking up with boyfriend of 4 years) with multiple 
situations that required me to stop, reflect, and "right what was wrong" I had a period of 
time where I was just ultra-sensitive to any pain, loss, grief, inconvenience in myself and 
in others. During this time, I was so overwhelmed that I coined the term "watery" 
because that was the only way I could describe how I physical felt inside. 

The water (which in many ways became my identity) felt all consuming. I felt as though 
my insides had been hollowed out (an open vessel) and into it was poured gallons of 
liquid sloshing around, settling, putting pressure on my heart. 

Walking around with this watery weight only complicated things. I was bursting at the 
seams with water, and it didn't take much - or anything at all to make it come out. 
I would cry. Lord would I cry. But crying was the equivalent of trying to empty a bathtub 
with a teaspoon. I knew part of working through things was sitting with the weight -
waiting for things to dry up on their own time. 

Thank God for those who were with me during those times. They sat, they listened, they 
helped me to carry my burden as much as they could. I called them my water-holder. 
The water was still there, but they helped to make it a little easier - they shared in my 
grief because I was not the same person they had known. I guess it is only appropriate 
that they took on some of my water - a manifestation of our deep connection. We always 
think of sharing joy - but sharing sorrow is such an arduous task that asking someone to 
do that is to ask them to take on an aspect of yourself. And water, as we know is a 
wonderful conductor. It connects people, makes them sensitive to those connections, and 
can create something new, and beautiful, and powerful from those connections. 

So yes, if I were to have renamed myself during those transformative months, it would be 
the name Water. In all of its depths, power, and connective ability. 

Exercise 4 

Voice: 2 Organization: 1 Content: 2 Depth: 2 Total: 7 
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Change is like vinegar: hard to take in large quantities but essential to life. I really like 
cooking and it is amazing how often vinegar (all kinds) is used in salads, dressings, stir-
fry, pad thai, etc. Drinking vinegar would be bile - but adding it in to enhance or build 
upon whatever is already there is often an essential step to creating many meals. 

A song from my childhood keeps running through my head: "Fish and chips and vinegar, 
vinegar, vinegar. Fish and chips and vinegar, pepper, pepper, pepper pot." 

Back to change being like vinegar - 1 really don't like it if the change feels too big or 
feels unexpected. Even if it is pointing towards new ideas, new goals, new growth. It's 
like when you add vinegar to something - like [?] if you add too much - sometimes you 
can't taste what the dish originally was like because it overpowers it. And that is what 
oftentimes makes me feel uncomfortable with change. It is a forced "letting-go" a risk. 
But if risks aren't taken - new things and ideas aren't experienced. 

I feel very much that my life right now as I know it and live it is very much the result of 
risks, change, "vinegar," and I wouldn't take it back, but I wouldn't say its' been a cake 
walk either. 

When reading Rum - 1 found it interesting that they let Ruth dip her bread in the vinegar. 
It made me think of how vinegar and water came out of Jesus' side when it was pierced 
after he was crucified. Or am I making that up? Was it blood and water? 

In any case - 1 think Ruth had her own fair share of "vinegar" both chosen and doled out 
to her. Perhaps life would be less meaningful without it. Perhaps I'm rationalizing 
suffering. 

Exercise 5 

Voice: 3 Organization: 2 Content: 3 Depth: 3 Total: 11 

Graduate school has caused me to become a gleaner. And in the sense of Ruth, who 
gathered grains from the fields, I too have done this. I have sorted through the wheat and 
separated the chaff physically, mentally, and emotionally this year. And perhaps the one 
thing I have really learned is that there is much more gleaning to be done. But isn't this 
what our 20s are meant for? How else does one learn about oneself? 

Mental/Emotional Gleaning: I didn't apply to grad school to take psychology courses and 
uncover my inner world. I applied because I had worked with many kids who really 
needed help, and I needed a different skill set to work with them. It wasn't until I got to 
class and they began to throw Freud's name around that I began to realize what I had 
gotten myself into. These past 2 years have been ones of deep reflection, change, and 
growth. I have learned, and continue to learn (glean) new ways to make meaning of the 
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world and my experiences from my interactions with friends, family, clients, students, 
professors, and theorists who communicate their passions in books and articles. Constant 
gleaning is essential in counseling - we are ever evolving - constantly picking up new 
things from the world around us. 

Physical Gleaning: Grad school makes people rich in knowledge but poor in their 
pockets. Necessity is the mother of invention, and thankfully we (friends, also cash-
strapped) have found ways to glean our needs from others. We dumpster dive and save 
treasures from the trash and share them (or sell them). We cook big batches of food and 
share them. We swap clothes. Our gleaning has created a stronger connection to 
ourselves and our community. And a weakened connection to the physical things we are 
gleaning. It has made us hone our skills, look to bless each other, and become better 
people. I think that's what happens when you don't have to pay for things: your values 
shifts from things to people. 

Exercise 6 

Voice: 4 Organization^ Content: 3 Depth: 4 Total: 13 

Waiting has been a constant theme, or so it feels, in my life. I think I have been waiting, 
for most of Ibis year, for an answer, for solace, for something. Back in September, my 
boyfriend, [NAME], and I broke up. We had been dating for 4 years. He had just moved 
to [CITY] for law school, and he was in the trenches. We had had a wonderful summer 
and were looking forward to finding ways to see each other. I think my plan had been to 
just finish my last year's requirements at [SCHOOL] and then move to [CITY] ASAP. 
So waiting was in the grand scheme of things from the get go. 

And then, a few weeks into our long distance relationship, eveiything began to change. 
We had major disconnects on the phone when we spoke at night, and our relationship 
became very strained very fast. Neither one of us saw this coming - and then one night 
we mutually decided we needed to break up. And that is when the waiting became 
apparent to me: my broken heart lengthened the days and made life without him seem 
unbearable. We had had a conversation after breaking up, that I would move to [CITY] 
after graduation (that had always been my plan because my sister lives there) and we 
would see if proximity would fix the problems we encountered. And so the waiting 
began. And the waiting felt palpable. Something to carry with you. Something to count. 
Something that was attached to a whole lot of meaning. 

And in those dark days when I was struggling to hold "the waiting and the rest of my life 
together, I came across a T.S. Eliot poem that changed the way I looked at waiting. Eliot 
who had been in his early 30s and at a crossroads in his life wrote: 
I said to my soul be still 
And wait without hope 
For hope would be hope for the wrong thing. 
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Wait without love 
For love would be love of the wrong thing. 
There is yet faith 
But the faith, and the love, and the hope are all in the waiting. 

And it felt, when I read the poem in entirety, mat T.S. Eliot had written those lines 
exclusively for me to read. There were so many unanswered questions (would we get 
back together? Should we get back together? Who am I now? What do I want?) And 
the poem seemed to give me permission to wait without having a definite end result. 
Who waits for nothing? I did. And I do. Because the waiting was so necessary - and 
solace-providing. 

I guess perhaps waiting to wait is part of it. I know I was not (still am not) ready to be 
waiting or acting on something to happen in the [NAME] dept of my life because I am 
not quite sure what I want But the waiting will help me find it. 

When my older sister and I were in college (she's 3 years older) we were obsessed with 
the Bible verse: "I will wait and hope in the Lord. More than watchmen wait for the 
morning. More than watchmen wait for the morning." And I think that, too, appeals to 
the waiting I am currently doing: I am not waiting on the morning so much as waiting for 
the correct, organic timing. And the waiting will clarify my needs - it won't mend a 
broken heart, but it gives enough distance to become objective (at least to an extent) to 
the situation. 

Exercise 7 

Voice: 2 Organization^ Content: 1 Depth: 2 Total: 8 

Seeking St. Anthony 
There is a saying, in the Catholic Church, (of which I was not raised) that is actually a 
prayer for lost things. When having lost something, one is supposed to pray to St. 
Anthony to intercede by saying, "St Anthony, St. Anthony, please come around, 
something is lost and must be found." I am not sure why or how I know the prayer, but I 
definitely use it all of the time, and I promise it works amazingly - except in extreme 
cases (trying to find a credit card that had been thrown down a trash chute). They say St. 
Anthony is the patron saint of lost things or lost causes, and I think that be a heavy load 
for him to bear as things, people, identities, [?], etc. are lost constantly. 

There was one time when St. Anthony did not pull through as it were, and that was the 
time when we were trying to find my Uncle [NAME]'s (ironically) gravesite one winter. 
It was as if that trip was doomed from the start (car accident on the way there, had to go 
to the Dr.'s etc.) and then we wound up trudging all over the frozen cemetery unable to 
find Uncle [NAME]. I prayed to Wt. Anthony over and over that Uncle [NAME] was lost 
and must be found, but really I think we were the ones who were lost 
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Exercise 8 

Voice: 4 Organization: 3 Content: 3 Depth: 4 Total: 14 

She told me "Do not fear". Actually, it was more like, "[NAME], I'm not worried about 
you - you are totally marketable." It was October of this year, and it had been three 
weeks since [NAME] and I had broken up. My friend [NAME] and I had gone shoe 
shopping (I needed a good pair of shoes for interviewing for jobs for my trip to Boston) 
and [NAME] was coming along because the shoe store had amazing deals - and because 
she is an amazing friend. We had been victorious at the shoe store, and we had happened 
upon a Mexican restaurant that had a happy hour that included Vi price frozen margaritas 
and a free nacho bar. We were in heaven. But I was still in the doldrums - and the topic 
of the conversation always seemed to fall back to [NAME], and what was I going to do? 

[NAME], who had had her fair share of margaritas on an empty stomach, told me that she 
was not concerned about me finding love because I was totally marketable. 

She said it was true that she had many friends that she couldn't say the same for mat. She 
was worried that they wouldn't find someone - and when they expressed that worry to 
her, she didn't know quite what to say because she felt worried for them too. But she 
didn't feel that way with me. And for whatever reason, perhaps because everything felt so 
out of control, and all the things I had planned for had fallen through, I took solace in 
what she was saying, and it has stuck with me. I am marketable. I am marketable. I feel 
like this fear of dating again, not finding someone, still really loving the last person you 
were with and being afraid you will never find someone or something like him again is 
true for many people. That fear of not being able to share your life with someone (or your 
bed, or Vz your dinner, etc.) is terrifying - but [NAMEJ's words have really helped. 
Sometimes just knowing someone else has faith helps you have your own. 

Exercise 9 

Voice: 4 Organization: 3 Content: 2 Depth: 4 Total: 13 

I had been sad, as I had written about multiple times already during these exchanges, all 
fall because my life had changed. Those changes were gradual in coming though. I think 
my body had known all along that a great divorce was about to happen - 1 had just been 
putting it off. So the sadness was not a surprise, but the lack of it a few months later was 
a surprise. I usually don't do.. .actually I just thought of a better story - and honestly - 1 
get tired of processing this whole [NAME] thing - even if that is a big reason why I was 
interested in this retreat. 

Fresh Start: We had planned to go visit my mom's mom, Gram, two days after Christmas. 
We hadn't seen my mom for Christmas yet (long story) and meeting at my Gram's 
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nursing home was the best way to see my mom. I also really like visiting with my Gram 
and having her tell me stories from her past. My Gram is 95 years old (she had my mom 
when she was 43) and she lives at a nursing home because she didn't want to move in 
with my mom. My mom says my Gram is agoraphobic - this might be why she didn't 
want to move in with her. Regardless, I love visiting with my Gram because of the 
stories. And my Gram loves to read, so we can talk about the books she has read. Her life 
is basically comprised of reading, praying (devout Catholic), and hugging her roommate 
[NAME] who sometimes gets so lonely that she climbs in my Gram's bed for a hug. 
Gram doesn't like this - but there is not much she can do. Elderly people in nursing 
homes don't get many hugs. 

Back to the story. So it was two days after Christmas, and I had felt fine the day before, 
but when I woke up, I felt terribly nauseated. I ignored it, and went to shower for the day 
because we were planning on leaving pretty early. I was so nauseated in the shower that I 
had to crouch down multiple times to make it through. But I ignored that. I got ready and 
my younger sister, [NAME], and I drove my car to nursing home, which was about 2 
hours away. By the time we got there, I was feeling pretty terrible. But because I live so 
far from Pennsylvania, I don't often get to see my Gram. I kept my distance (because by 
then I realized that I was actually ill and did not want to pass that illness on to my Gram's 
95 year old immune system) and lasted as long as I could, but my sickness was 
manifesting itself in all sorts of ways that told me that I needed to just get home. I got up 
to say goodbye to my Gram, and there was a sense of urgency, suddenly, in her eyes. She 
asked me if I was back with my boyfriend; I told her no. And she told me she was 
praying for me and him every day. She needed to tell me that before I left, and I needed 
to hear it. (And somehow my story ended up with [NAME] in it. Perhaps my brain is still 
trying to make sense of things for my heart). 

Exercise 10 

Voice: 3 Organization^ Content: 2 Depth: 2 Total: 10 

(Part 1) The 1st story that comes to mind is that of the time during the summer after my 
junior year. A bunch of friends went to a place called "[?] Hole," a little place, a stream, 
in the middle of a field. There was a rope there hanging above a swimming area. And by 
"swimming area" I mean very roughly. The place was on private property and the H20 
wasn't that deep, so you had to make sure you timed your jump well, or you could land 
on rocks. I spent a long time swinging out and not jumping, and then finally, about 20 
min after beginning, jumped in the water. I lost something perhaps one of my shoes in the 
jump, and was running back to my car to get another pair. I wasn't watching where I was 
going and ran smack, with my wet body, into a low-lying electric fence. 

(Part 2) The only gate I can think of right now is a baby gate. But I don't have any baby 
gate stories. When my dog, [NAME], was getting older he could no longer go downstairs 
well, and we put a make-shift gate up on the back porch to keep him safe. He never really 
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needed gates, though. So he probably wouldn't have bothered with the stairs. When he 
was new to us (got him from the rescue mission), he learned quickly that he was not 
allowed upstairs. He obeyed - except for one night when there was a bad thunderstorm. I 
distinctly remember him ducking under my beaded curtain in my bedroom to lie in my 
room. I loved him for that - he seemed so human. 

(Part 3) Again with the baby gate (or lack thereof) my grandparents probably should have 
had baby gates up when we visited them. But they didn't. Somehow, when I was 2 years 
old, I managed to eat one of my Grandma's heart pills. I guess it was red and looked like 
an M&M (to this day, whenever she takes her medicine out to take it, she looks at me and 
says, "don't eat this, it's not candy). Either someone saw me, or realized what had 
happened and chaos ensued. My dad, who had been shaving, walked into the chaotic 
mess, called poison control, and was relieved to relay the information that I would be fine 
- my heart would just beat quickly for the next few hours. 

Exercise 11 

The wonderful thing about sharing is the understanding that comes with it - hearing 
everybody else's stories (especially from such driven, wonderful women) cemented some 
ideas for me. We are all at different life stages, but there are quite a few similarities 
between the things we worry about, the changes we face and the experiences we have 
had. This has been a tough year for me personally, but interacting and sharing with these 
women has been very helpful. I think a lot of who we are and who we become is shaped 
from the changes we face and the ways we deal with them. I came to this retreat hoping 
that these writing exercises would produce a change in the way I perceive my situation 
with [NAME] or at least give me insight - and I can't say I necessarily have mat. But I 
can say I have connected with people on this trip, and reflecting on those connections will 
prove helpful. My friend [NAME] asked me the other day if [NAME] knew these other 
parts of me - and I was supposed to figure that out on this trip. I can't say I have an 
answer for that either. It is hard to know that answer because I feel like I have changed so 
much over the past 8 months. And acknowledging that can be scary - because with 
change you lose a part of who you were - but you also gain infinite possibilities for 
growth. My priest once said that anything that's good - that's really worth it - involves, 
more often than not, change and pain: giving birth, writing a book, etc. And I think the 
struggle is worth it - 1 just don't always like to acknowledge these "growing pains." I 
feel like most of my anecdotes were sad ones, but I think they also were ones that led to 
future insight - and meaning-making. Ruth's changes led to bigger and better things -
things she never would have imagined (I am guessing). So sometimes it is necessary to 
wait to see the bigger picture. Change is necessary and good; it just doesn't always feel 
that way. 
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PARTICIPANT 4 
Exercise 1 

Voice: 4 Organization: 2 Content: 2 Depth: 2 Total: 10 

Next week I will sojourn to [COUNTRY]. Because my mother stays in constant worry, 
concern, and a feeling of bereft over my independence she will travel with me. I'm happy 
that she is coming, and don't feel bitterly towards her concern. My mother considers her 
daughters to be her best friends, she loves to travel, and to me it makes sense that she 
wants to come along. My only concern is that my father will be slightly heartbroken 
without her for 2 Vz weeks. Looking forward to the cherry harvest season in 
[COUNTRY], maybe some barley soup and I love being a foreigner. It's been four years 
since I last went abroad. 

Exercise 2 

Voice: 2 Organization: 1 Content: 1 Depth: 1 Total: 5 

Street scene - All [?]standing up water jug/vessel - clay - brown. I imagined this to look 
like a ceramic butter churn my parents have. As a kid we used to play house with the 
butter churn. It sat by the fireplace which was enclosed in a small space perfect for a 
"pretend" small house. Butter churn has the same glaze mat I imagined the water jug to 
be. 

Street vendor - 1 used to sell pretzels at the baseball stadium in [CITY] - a job I really 
enjoyed. (Maybe historically inaccurate for biblical times.) 

Butter churn came from some distant relative. 

Exercise 3 

Voice: 4 Organization: 2 Content: 3 Depth: 3 Total: 12 

They should have called me Myrtis because I spent 1 Vi months in [CITY] so afraid and 
uptight. I went to Europe after graduating from [SCHOOL] and lived in [CITY] for one 
month to learn to teach English as a foreign language with my college boyfriend. We 
lived outside of the city and had to take three forms of public transportation to get to the 
school. The school was 8-5 pm every day and was very intense. We had busy homework 
each night that lasted hours. I was stressed and tired the entire time. My boyfriend was 
the best in our class and everyone loved him - he was the popular kid. And I felt unhappy 
- and I'm not sure why. Maybe because the people around you really do have a big 
impact on your well-being. Or maybe because the work load was so stressful, lots of busy 
work to prove you knew good grammar. Coming from [SCHOOL] with a degree in Art 
history - focusing on writing and discussion - not much busy work required. [CITY] was 
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such a great city with so much beauty and curiosity - it seems odd to me now I could not 
have had a wonderful time. But when I look back on the trip it is one of my favorite 
things to talk about having done. The flood of 2002 happened right before I left. I went to 
the zoo and saw all the animals that would later drown. [NAME], my boyfriend, left me 
there, because I refused to leave and go home unhappy - before my parents could come 
visit. I find that often some of the seemingly hardest times in life are also some of my 
favorite memories and experiences. I drank red bull every day - because I was so tired. 
Which now I think energy drinks are so gross and unhealthy. One great thing to come out 
of [CITY] - [NAME] from Russia who recently found me on Facebook - she was 15 
and now she is 24.1 remember calling my brother on his birthday and think I would 
really hate for him to know how unhappy I am. I took it so seriously - myself especially 
- and teaching. I don't regret the trip, nor my seriousness. I look back on it and want to 
hug myself and tell myself it will all be okay. I also bought what remains my favorite pair 
of shoes. What I like is that even when we are at our worst, wonderful things can happen, 
wonderful connections can be made. We can still make good decisions. Another girl that 
I really liked went through the same thing with her boyfriend leaving and I couldn't 
really comfort her because I was so focused on myself and what was going on with me. 
People in my class would always tell me that I was doing so well and just to relax and 
have fun (we had to grade one another). But I couldn't really relax. As my boyfriend was 
leaving, new opportunities opened up - there is always some good, no matter what we 
experience inside or externally. 

Exercise 4 

Voice: 2 Organization: 2 Content: 2 Depth: 2 Total: 8 

Change is like morning, morning clothes. When I was a kid I had to put on morning 
clothes at night so I'd be ready for the next day. Morning clothes were whatever I was 
planning to wear the next morning. Changing clothes is something I did a lot as a child. I 
used to sometimes put on 4 or 5 different outfits in one day. Or 4 or 5 changes as Papa 
would call them. My clothing style has always been important to me. I was voted best 
dressed in the 5th and 8th grades and nominated in the 12th grade. I always liked putting on 
new clothes or putting together new outfits with the same old clothes. I like that domes 
can make you feel confident and fresh, or attractive. Or can change the way you are 
perceived. My style has changed over the years but almost always been bright colors -
bold blocks of color. Lots of things have changed about me and I've outgrown different 
hobbies, but I will never tire of looking at clothes and thinking about clothes. Like how 
clothes can change the way you feel about yourself and others. [?] like it's more than just 
a superficial thing. Almost like clothes and style represent a small part of your soul or 
personality and creativity. How you can feel out of place if you are wearing the same 
thing as someone else - or don't wear the right clothes. Or maybe feel more important 
based on what you are wearing. How people love to have their clothes complimented. 
Style change and then circle back to original. How I'd like to have some of my 
grandmother's dresses from the 40s and 50s. Or mom's from the 70's. 



Exercise 5 

Voice: 2 Organization: 2 Content: 2 Depth: 3 Total: 9 

Sometimes I think I get to know people bit by bit or maybe I glean friends throughout my 
life - gathering friends here and there bit by bit. I definitely learn things in a gleaning 
way, piece by piece. I definitely glean stories, especially love stories, bit by bit or piece 
by piece. I like gleaning information from friends' lives getting to know them little by 
little - no rush, no hurry as if we have all the time in the world here on earth to get to 
know one another and even ourselves. Gleaning definitely implies you have an infinite 
amount of time to do something, like you can be wasteful with your time, which seems so 
nice and comfortable. No need to hurry - or rush - it will all get done and come about. 
Gleaning away through life. I gather information at work bit by bit, I find out what 
[NAME] is doing or will be doing. Gleaning information about the city, or myself and 
what type of job I may want in the future. Gleaning info in politics, and government and 
on what it means to lead a life of service. Or what it means to lead the life that I'm 
supposed to lead. Gleaning information on who I am and what I like and what my real 
interests are or priorities are. I know that overtime I've learned to be wiser with my time 
and really spend it doing things that will be of benefit to myself or others. Like this 
weekend - coming to the retreat instead of going to the Policeman's Ball and to 
[SCHOOL] with [NAME] - realizing I'd rather advance my soul and learn more about 
myself, reflect than I would work on advancing my career. I've gleaned or looked for 
clues, in bits and pieces as to what I should do and where I should be - how I should 
really spend my time. It seems so nice to figure out who you are and what you want and 
men to go get it. 

Exercise 6 

Voice: 2 Organization^ Content: 2 Depth: 4 Total: 10 

People in the Peace Corps talk about having to wait for long periods of time before 
something happens. I can't really remember having this happen to me in any one time in 
my life. Often I wait at work for the perfect moment to go in and speak to [NAME] about 
whatever is on his schedule that I want r need to change, etc. Often it is so hard to do my 
job without talking with him - so I end up waiting to ask him something, or waiting for 
more information about something so that I can then wait longer to give him that 
information. Sometimes I wait nervously to speak with him, or I'll wait for someone to 
finish speaking with him so that I may go in to talk with him. Or I'll wait for [NAME] to 
leave so that I may speak to him. Sometimes I wait until he leaves work before I will 
leave. Or I'll wait for him to leave the office before I will go to lunch. I had to wait for 
[NAME] to decide who would replace me while I'm in [COUNTRY] before I could train 
them. Which now gives me so little time to train them. Before starting this exercise I 
didn't realize how much waiting I actually do while I'm at work. Sometimes I wait for 
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someone to call me back before I use the restroom. This doesn't seem bad to me. I do 
think that timing is everything. Although maybe waiting isn't a productive use of time. 
Back to mentioning the peace corps - 1 guess I do a lot of waiting while at work. This is 
good to think on. A lot of people think that we are reactionary rather than proactive. I 
always try to be proactive and get in front of situations. A lot of people at work are 
waiting until 5:00 pm or waiting until Friday so that they can have free time. People 
definitely wait until [NAME] leaves before they raise their voices. [NAMEJ's executive 
protection does a great deal of waiting on [NAME] while he is at events. A lot of people 
spend their time at work just waiting to get off and distracting themselves until they do. 
This seems like a very useful exercise for me. 

Exercise 7 

Voice: 2 Organization: 2 Content: 1 Depth: 2 Total: 7 

Sometimes we look for things when we are right in the middle of what we need - we just 
may not realize it I am always looking for ways to have more culture in my life - so I 
like to travel - sometimes I feel like living in the south is the absence of culture but then I 
think about our southern hospitality and our delicious southern cuisine. I love to find how 
people live, their history, and what they like to eat and do. I love to seek the beauty of 
new places and try new foods or meet new friends. And then I love to seek out the 
families - like going to visit my grandmamma on the farm in [CITY]. For my boss I am 
seriously seeking structure and routine. Although he is not always open to it. It's so hard 
to find structure for another person, kind of like being a parent I guess. I am always 
seeking structure and balance for my boss [?] and energy. 

Exercise 8 

Voice: 4 Organization: 3 Content: 3 Depth: 3 Total: 13 

She told me do not fear when I confessed I had gotten a speeding ticket when I was 19 -
and they were possibly going to take my license away because I was going double the 
limit and was under 21.1 was petrified - in college, I lived off campus and thought I 
would not even be able to function without a car. So the advice from a friend was do not 
fear, it will be a wonderful 6 months with or without your car. This resonated with me 
and I was able to let go - and be unafraid of the outcome. On the morning of the court 
case, I met my parents at the courthouse in downtown [CITY] - 1 was completely relaxed 
and at ease - my father commented what are you so happy about and it wasn't arrogance 
but a complete recognition that I had done something wrong - but all would be okay and 
my needs would be met. He said it was true that I seemed pretty at ease with the entire 
situation. The judge asked me to slow down and changed the speed of my ticket so that it 
was just enough not to have my license revoked. She told me next time not to be in such a 
hurry. And, I've never gotten a speeding ticket since. I really think that your attitude 
created the opportunity for the best possible outcome. And releasing the terms of the 
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outcome. Knowing that all will be okay. Staying relaxed to the situation and the outcome. 
This has always been something I lean back on - the line - it's going to be a wonderful 
[?] with or without [?]. And letting things work out in the most natural and organic way. 
Without judgment or preconceived ideas. 

Exercise 9 

Voice: 3 Organization: 3 Content: 4 Depth: 3 Total: 13 

One morning I woke up to the news that my dad had gone to rehab. We were in [CITY] 
and were told that my family would be picked up at the airport by my parents' 
employees. What a shock this was to me and my sister and brother and my granddad. 
Really everyone except my mom - this was a secret that she had long kept from all of us. 
She kept it a secret from everyone. And I wonder what that must have been like for her 
all these years to hold that kind of a secret to yourself. And how selfish my dad was for 
not getting help sooner. And since this time my parents have been happier than they ever 
have been. He seems healthy and happy and my mom seems healthy and happy. And now 
it's almost as if it never even happened. Like it wasn't really a part of their lives and 
history. Shortly after I felt like having a father that has been through rehab was something 
that would give me depth. But now I don't think this is the case. Now I mink that depth is 
something that you create for yourself because you choose to go inside and pay attention. 
Also, I think that depth happens naturally, as we get older. We were in [CITY] because 
my grandmother wanted her ashes to be sprinkled on Shakespeare's wife's garden -
Anne Hathaway. That was a great trip - my mom, brother, sister, and grandfather all 
went to [CITY]. My friend [?] came to [CITY] while we were there and went with us to 
sprinkle the ashes. I guess my story is more about a change in perspective than is an 
actual change - 1 now perceived the full story of my Dad - something he had and hidden 
from us all along. This is something that we really don't discuss now. I guess that is 
normal. At the time this occurred I was working for my parents and so afraid that I would 
have to speak to their employees about it. And I remember my Mom standing in front of 
the entire group and saying how my father had been her best friend for 30+ years. And I 
remember being so proud of her. And proud of their friendship and relationship. They 
have been together for 36 years now. That is a long time. And they are each other's best 
friend. 

Exercise 10 

Voice: 3 Organization: 2 Content: 1 Depth: 2 Total: 8 

(Part 1) At work I am called the gatekeeper - because you must talk to me to get in to see 
[NAME]. But really - [NAME] is bis own gatekeeper. He decides who enters and who 
doesn't. I just do what I'm told. It is true that I live inside the gate. I'm always in the gate. 
[NAME] is the real gate. It is true that I am the perceived gate. People are super nice to 
me and always present their best side, hoping to cross over into the boundary - but really 
it doesn't matter. [NAME] makes his own decisions and that is that. 
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(Part 2) At my grandparents' house there is a gate that lets you into the backyard. The 
gate joins the carport and the house and you can just see over the top of it into the 
backyard. The backyard is full of beautiful lush scenery, a gazebo, and lots of chairs. It 
has always seemed magical to me there. Like a secret garden. Also my grandmother used 
to tell me that a green dragon was going to bring my prince, and she would say "Do you 
see him peeking over the fence?" Or sometimes she would tell me that he was there but 
had just left, that I had just missed him. My grandmother had lots of garden parties and 
club meetings and birthday parties in their backyard. She loved to entertain. 

(Part 3) I rode horses in high school, it was English style, and we were enclosed in a 
corral with a gate. Riding around in a circle for at least an hour each lesson. Sometimes 
our instructor would do things to try and startle the horses -just to see if they could get 
the rider to get the horse under control. I never liked that and the one that rode the best 
for the day would get to ride their horse out of the gate and up to the stables. This was 
the best thing. 

PARTICIPANT 5 

Exercise 1 

Voice: 4 Organization: 3 Content: 3 Depth: 3 Total: 13 

One memory that I have recounted for friends, with much humor; is of when I used to 
pretend as a 7-8 year old to be a single mother. I would wait for the sticky, hot [STATE] 
afternoons in the summer to make my sojourns, Cabbage Patch daughter in my arms, 
down our dirt road. Dark purple storm clouds would gather in the distance as I shuffled 
along the dirt path, looking lost like a foreigner and sighing bitterly at my heartbroken 
fate. So alone, so bereft. I laugh about it now because I have to wonder what I enjoyed so 
much about pretending to be lonely? Why wait for the storm clouds to gather, embracing 
that sense of danger and risk? For whatever reason, my single mother fantasy was 
meaningful, and dare I even say fun? It only felt fun because I knew deep down that this 
role I played had nothing to do with my actual life. I guess it is no huge surprise that I 
chose to pretend in such a gritty way - empathy is my gift, and even men I was fascinated 
with how it would feel in the shoes of someone who suffered very differently from me. 

Exercise 2 

Voice: 3 Organization: 2 Content: 3 Depth: 2 Total: 10 

I didn't realize how trendy scarves and pashminas were until I went to [NAME]'s 
wedding in Washington D.C. She lived in Chevy Chase, MD, a suburb of DC that 
seemed both hip and steeped in history with deeply tree-lined streets and colonial homes; 
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both stately and muted in their appearance. I knew that this was a community that I could 
never afford to, or have a reason to, live in. I felt both curious and envious of all of the 
trappings of her wedding - large Episcopal Church, tasteful bridesmaids dresses with 
creme wool pashminas, and beautiful people everywhere, it seemed. I was a voyeur, 
watching from the outside in these two families and their friends. 

Three months after that wedding I flew to [COUNTRY] to live for a year, and I finally 
had reason to collect some wool cloth of my own. In [CITY] I bought two scarves, one 
heather gray and the other a luscious creme - and learned how to wear them European 
style, with the two tasseled ends looped through the center. Shopping in [STATE] was 
another experience that left me feeling new and inexperienced, but at the same time 
delighted to be finding my own way toward beauty and self-expression. 

Exercise 3 

Voice: 4 Organization: 2 Content: 3 Depth: 3 Total: 12 

I've never felt so stuck, so Stella, as the days when overwhelming jealousy kicked in with 
[NAME]. Should I even call it jealousy, or was it possessiveness? Or a sense of 
abandonment? I remember one particular time when we were dating and he came back 
late from an Ultimate tourney trip. It was always ultimate.. .or chorus.. .or some activity 
that felt more important than me. I had been waiting at his apartment for hours, and by 
the time he walked through the door I was frozen with anger. I couldn't speak, and I did 
not want him to touch me, but I didn't want him to leave, either. That was the hardest for 
him, I feel sure - knowing that I wanted to punish him but I didn't want to be left alone. 
This was back before he decided to just walk away in these situations. 

When I tried to talk about how I was feeling, I couldn't find anything to say that could 
even touch that emotion, or that wouldn't be offensive. I knew that I couldn't take away 
what I said. What do you do when you know that what you're feeling is irrational, but 
you feel it so deeply that it defines you and it is you? I felt so helpless and despicable in 
these [?]. 

[NAME] and I never had any huge crises when we were dating, but this is as close as I 
came to leaving him. Not because of him, but because of the intensity of this jealousy -
its paralyzing nature. We were at my parents' in [STATE] for Thanksgiving, on a walk, 
when I tried to communicate the severity of this emotion. Here I was, plagued by this 
emotional landscape that was completely foreign to me, to do with times when [NAME] 
prioritized other activities, and guess what? [NAME] was a very busy guy with a lot of 
fucking interests. I had such a hard time supporting him in these things he wanted to do. 
Just choose, you jerk! And why don't you occasionally choose me? What, do you think 
you're back in high school, ready to go out for three sports in one season? I wanted to 
either A) force him to change or B) morph into a much cooler, calmer partner, the one I 
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always idealized myself to be. Hmm. Neither was possible. And jealousy, I thought that 
was the stuff of soap operas and R&B songs. I was stuck. 

Exercise 4 

Voice: 3 Organization: 2 Content: 2 Depth: 2 Total: 9 

Change is like vinegar. Hard to identify the taste of it - is it salty? Sweet? Bitter? 
Spending on the context, and the circumstance, the answer could be any of these. There is 
the time when I met [NAME], who had just lost his job, and I had just returned from a 
month away. Within a week we were together, holed up and forgetting the rest of the 
world until I went back to teaching after the summer and he found a job. That was sweet, 
mouthwatering change that we bom embraced. 

Then there was the change involved with a stressful house-buying process, a move to a 
new neighborhood. Skin cancer and the birth of my daughter in a one month span. Those 
changes, and the apparent changes in my brain chemistry, left me feeling terrified, acidic, 
sleepless, bitter. It took many months for those emotions to settle. 

But what remains is that change is many things, and depending on the circumstances, can 
taste like a most welcome zing or an unwanted splash of flavor that overwhelms all 
around it. And what is life without a lot of flavor? 

Exercise 5 

Voice: 2 Organization: 1 Content: 2 Depth: 2 Total: 7 

I have gathered knowledge of my distinct life challenges bit by bit. At 32,1 have summed 
up quite a bit of knowledge about how I work, which has allowed me to be more gentle 
and loving with myself. In college, I realized with the help of a simple observation from 
[NAME] that I worried. A lot. It felt so freeing to realize that and start the long process of 
letting go. As a young adult I realized that I am a highly sensitive person - my body 
needed special care and attention, and my feelings were hurt easily. It has taken a while 
to accept these things. But as [NAME] told me, what we resist persists. I gathered that I 
am very aware of interpersonal dynamics, and also exhausted by them. Gossiping feels 
fun in the moment but dirty and shallow afterwards. Weekends with no free time feel like 
work, no matter how fun the activities. When things feel out of control, I have to clean 
first. After [NAME], I learned to ride waves of anxiety and sadness and was as proud of 
myself after the waves settled as any champion surfer would be. Slowly gleaning this 
knowledge of myself makes me kinder toward myself- and a happier person. 

Exercise 6 

Voice: 4 Organization: 3 Content: 2 Depth: 2 Total: 11 
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The only big problem I have with [NAMEJ's pediatrician is the waiting. Every time we 
go it seems that we wait longer than we should have to. I'm on my best casually-social 
behavior in the waiting room, probably because we're the only white family there and I 
want to seem approachable and "with it." It takes at least seven minutes too long for the 
med assistant to call me up to pay the co-pay, and I'm well aware that the staff won't 
even know we're here until this part is done. We're the only ones there who have an 
appointment, but that doesn't seem to matter. The room contains two toys, both identical 
IKEA contraptions with wooden beads that can be pushed around a hard plastic roller 
coaster track. [NAME] would rather climb on and off the same chair. The Mexican 
families congregate in one section of the room, families with several children each. 
Black mothers, their children, and the occasional father figure take up the rest of the 
space. Some mothers are gentle and play with their children, others are disinterested, and 
others oscillate between disinterest and abusive threats - "If you don't sit your butt down 
in this chair right now I'm gonna..." 

It's a tiring waiting process, compounded by the what-ifs: What if we could be seen in lA 
the time in an uptown office? What if it's not enough that [NAME]'s Mend is the doc? 
What if it's always this way? 

I stop that game and stare at the walls. They are comical because they're mostly empty 
but have three small framed prints of cartoon animals hung too high and too far apart. 
More hushed Spanish from the corner. More loud laughter and veiled threats from the 
next row of seats. Then, [NAME]'s name is called and we make our way back. The 
assistant tells me to undress [NAME] "to her pampers" and we weigh her. Then she 
takes us to room 12, while we wait some more. 

I hear [NAME] before I see her and she bursts into the room, all bouncy curls, smiles, 
and apologies. Seeing her makes the wait less painful. Somewhat. 

Exercise 7 

Voice: 2 Organization: 2 Content: 2 Depth: 2 Total: 8 

I seek serenity. Moments of serenity and peace in my life are fleeting, and it's almost as 
if the moment I feel a sense of peace, my mind jumps in and says, "Hey! You're feeling 
peaceful!" and the sensation poofs away and is gone. I know that meditation is a path I 
want to take to seek serenity, but it's been so hard to start! It's almost like a secret that I 
hold dear to me, near to me, a precious path that I haven't started walking yet. The issue 
there is that I begin to idealize meditation, even idolize it. The real reason I haven't 
started, though, is because entering into a quiet space is the last thing that my mind wants 
to do. My mind seeks activity and stimulation, so why would it permit me to practice a 
silencing of the voices? 
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One time at [NAME] described beginning attempts at meditation as observing images in 
a passive sense, like a film reel, and noticing the quiet, dark spaces between each image, 
or thought. 

Exercise 8 

Voice: 4 Organization: 3 Content: 3 Depth: 3 Total: 13 

[NAME] was [NAME]'s counselor, but we had both gone to see him six days after 
[NAME] was born. [NAME] had an appointment, but I crashed it because I - we - were 
desperate. I hadn't been sleeping, I was in tears most of the time, and for the first time in 
my life, I felt afraid and overwhelmed of being outside of the house. I needed help, and 
because of who I am, I was looking for it in any avenue possible. Reaching out in times 
of crises has always been a strength of mine, not because I am brave, but because I 
cannot bear to hold such sorrow and anxiety inside. 

Meeting with [COUNSELOR] was good, I think - it's hazy, but I recall sitting in his 
room with [NAME] and [NAME] sleeping in her car seat. At the end, he admitted that he 
could not relate to my experience, but that he did know one thing. 

He said it was true that "this too shall pass." Everything changes, nothing lasts forever. 
This might be a sad reality if a life experience is in full bloom, but it could be comforting 
in the midst of struggle and strife. There was a knowledge and assurance in his eyes that 
morning, a smile that shone with wisdom and assuredness. I believed him in that 
moment; I took him at his word. [NAME], [NAME], and I left [COUNSELOR] and 
walked to Belly for breakfast - 1 ordered cheese grits with ham and a fizzy drink. I 
managed to hold it together, and broke down on the way home. But [COUNSELOR]'s 
words were still there, even if I didn't feel them. 

Exercise 9 

Voice: 4 Organization: 4 Content: 3 Depth: 2 Total: 13 

I woke up that morning, and my perspective had changed. I was leaving for college in a 
little over 24 hours, but suddenly that wasn't my focus. [NAME] was. I had liked him 
intensely during the past year, but between his gorgeous singing voice, aloof charisma, 
and circle of friends, I had given up the fight. Then we had a few encounters that raised 
my eyebrows, and there we were the night before, laying beside one another in a small 
camper, our two best friends beside us. He stroked my hair lightly, and I played with his, 
comforted by the dark and a calm knowledge that we were safe in a now-known affection 
for each other. He kissed me lightly at one point and I felt lost in a pool of emotion - we 
stroked each other's arms. It was innocent, but quite profound. 
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I went home that next morning needing to spend the day packing, so we went our 
separate ways with little fanfare. That evening we met again at [NAME]'s house, and I 
realized that he had brought me a red rose in a sprite bottle, but only after I asked who 
had brought it. Back at my house we said goodbye and I kissed him inexpertly and 
aggressively, our teeth clacking and tongues lolling about aimlessly. It was sloppy and 
awkward, but neither of us cared much. 

I was still excited to leave for school the next day, but a portion of my focus was still at 
home, pining after this relationship that never was. We emailed a couple of times (email 
was new to both of us), but by fall break he was dating someone else. I was 
disappointed, but mostly grateful that I could tuck away in my memory that precious 
night in the camper in the woods, and that one soft kiss. 

Exercise 10 

Voice: 2 Organization: 1 Content: 2 Depth: 1 Total: 6 

At my grandparents farm there is a gate along the dirt road between their house and the 
log cabin, right before you reach the four-acre pond and the hill that leads up to the cabin. 
There is a huge grate in the road that used to keep granddad's cattle from crossing 
through it. This grate always scared me as a child because my feet were small enough to 
get caught in it. 

Up at grandma and granddad's house, there is an iron gate. The gate is attached to a fence 
of logs that doesn't really protect or keep anything out, because it just ends about 15 
yards after it begins. But my Aunt [NAME] planted roses all along the fence and gate, an 
especially viney species of hot pink rose that spreads like a carpet of green over the wood 
andiron. 

Last Sunday we went to meet with on and [NAME] for the first time since our friendship 
had been severed last December. We notice their somewhat rickety picket fence 
especially because we are about to put in a picket fence of our own. We opened, and then 
tried closing, their gate several times but it wouldn't latch. On the way out, the same 
thing happened. 

Exercise 11 

• I tend to think of change on a macro, noticeable level; new job, house, loss of 
loved ones - birth/death. 

• Core changes in my constitution and sense of self-awareness tend to happen 
slowly, over time. 

• Change is an easily-cliched concept. 
• I crave change in life, but often panic when I get it 
• My generation seems particularly inclined to frequent change 
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• We miss the vast majority of change in our lives because we are focused on past 
and future. 

• Change from this life to the next is scary to me. 

PARTICIPANT 6 
Exercise 1 

Voice: 4 Organization: 3 Content: 3 Depth: 3 Total: 13 

I suppose one of my bitterest moments was the point when I realized that the academy 
wasn't for me. I had invested so much time, energy, and money into my education and 
career in die academic world. I was a daughter of the professors whom I considered to be 
more my fathers than my own. 

Once I realized it was time to move in a new direction I found myself in a completely 
unknown territory, bereft of my dreams that had turned sour. I was a new sojourner 
starting from scratch, heartbroken by my fathers who had let me down. As a foreigner 
though, there is a sense of adventure. New lands to explore. 

Exercise 2 

Voice: 3 Organization: 2 Content: 2 Depth: 2 Total: 9 

There was a beautiful, big oak tree in my yard growing up. We lived in a house on my 
grandmother's property, where we would spend our days running around barefoot and 
swimming in the lake. The tree was beautiful, but as a child it didn't mean much to me 
other than the fact that it suspended from one of its broad branches a FRISBEE SWING! 
This was a circular swing on a rope that my dad made. Instead of just getting a nice 
wooden one from the store, he somehow made one with a Frisbee with a hole in the 
middle of it. My sister and I would swing each other for hours on end on the Frisbee 
swing. You could stand in the middle of the circumference of the swing's span, and 
swing to the other person in a circle around you, using centrifugal motion to really gain a 
lot of speed. My sister and I had a ball on this swing together, but the fun really started 
when our dad came outside to swing us. He swung us so high you felt like you were 
going to fly over the branch and get stuck high up in the tree. Other pastimes underneath 
that tree included picnics on the old wooden picnic table, freeze tag, and playing house. 
There were plant stands that became our kitchen - the perfect place for making mud pies! 



Exercise 3 

Voice: 4 Organization: 2 Content: 4 Depth: 4 Total: 14 

The emotional word that I would pick for myself right now is joy. But I don't like the 
word joy as a name because I know an annoying person named Joy. So maybe I'll think 
of a better word while I'm writing. 

For the first time in a very long time, I feel like things are going my way. Not that I've 
had a horrible life, but I've just felt pretty unlucky. Like nothing ever works out in my 
favor. The plans I make don't go as I intended. I will work really hard towards something 
and have nothing to show for it. 

This time around, I worked really hard to learn some new skills and apply them toward a 
new career direction, and it's actually working. I'm actually seeing results. I'm finding so 
much joy from this! Like jumping up and down, squealing joy! I feel confident in myself, 
and my work, and my ability. I feel very lucky to have figured this out and wish I could 
have gotten to this place a long time ago. But I guess it's all a part of the journey. 

This past winter/spring, during lent, we were asked to give up something for lent It was 
time to explore the dark side of life. The dead side. The lamenting side. After some 
reflection, I came to the conclusion that I didn't have it in me this year. I did not 
participate in Lent this year because I have too much joy. Bursting at the seams with joy. 
I've spent years on end in dark places. Feeling my way through the dark. Working hard to 
not break-out-in-tears-in -conversation-dark. But not this year. I am relishing in my 
happiness and trying to be grateful for it. I know that it will not last forever, so I am 
letting myself bask in it. 

It's gotten to the point where I'm almost superstitious about it I don't want to trip 
something up and mess up my karma/fate/place with God. Kinda silly, I know! 

Exercise 4 

Voice: 3 Organization: 2 Content: 3 Depth: 2 Total: 10 

Change is like a field of open pasture. As each season approaches the fluctuation of 
change is apparent in the appearance of the field. In winter, the grass of the field dies out 
- dries out and turns to straw. When spring comes, if you look closely, you can see new 
little green buds poking through the old dead grass. 

When I look through pictures of myself in different stages of my life, I can tell what 
season of life I'm in by the appearance of my hair. When I was in high school I had the 
Jennifer Anniston haircut -and so did all of my friends. We all watched the TV show 
Friends together, and we all wanted to be cool like Rachel played by Jennifer Anniston. 
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When I went away to college, my lifestyle as a student became very laidback. I became a 
bit of a beach bum, and had a bit of a bohemian lifestyle. This season of my life was 
evidenced by my long hair that I spent all of college growing out. It was bleached by the 
sun, dried out by the saltwater, and rarely met a hairbrush. 

When I moved to [CITY] after college I cut all my hair off! 

Exercise 5 

Voice: 3 Organization: 2 Content: 3 Depth: 2 Total: 10 

When I moved to [CITY] from [STATE] I was taken aback by the beauty of the seasons. 
In [STATE] there are no seasons. The leaves do not turn in the fall, bulb flowers don't 
come up in the spring, there isn't a particular time of the year when one grows petunias. 

Since I've moved to [CITY], I have slowly taken to gardening as I have slowly gained 
more outdoor space with each move. I've gleaned little bits from various friends about 
how to grow zinnias, or what plants grow in the shade. I have a geranium propagated 
from a friend at work and a native oak leaf hydrangea from another. And yet another 
friend has taught me all I know about growing a vegetable garden. 

I like that all of my knowledge about [STATE] gardening has sort of accumulated 
organically through...[?] 

Exercise 6 

Voice: 3 Organization: 2 Content: 3 Depth: 2 Total: 10 

Right now I am waiting for the end of June to come, and it could not come FAST 
ENOUGH! Something you know about me is that I'm kind of a busy-body. You will 
rarely find me bored with nothing to do. I've always got a project of some sort I'm 
working on and I take a lot of trips out of town. 

However, my job, especially during the summer, is excruciatingly slow. I just sit around 
and read books and twittle my thumbs. My boss has this weird quirk, as if she resents the 
fact that I have nothing to do, and doesn't like to see me reading books. It's a very weird 
spot to be in. I just sit there and think of all the things I could be doing if I wasn't at 
work! The little work that I have to do is monotonous and sometimes ridiculous. I'm 
ready to get out of there. 

Fortunately, my waiting game is coming to an end. Next week I will be putting in my one 
month resignation notice that will go through the end of June. One more month! I thought 
this day would never come. I cannot wait! 



I wonder if there will be something else m my life that I have to wait for as patiently as 
the end of this goddamn job. 

Exercise 7 

Voice: 3 Organization: 2 Content: 3 Depth:2 Total: 10 

Summer has to be my favorite time of year. Carefree. Unbound by school, heavy clothes, 
the indoors. I read a quote the other day that said "summer is the time when it's socially 
acceptable to be lazy." 

In the summer between semesters in college I sought adventure, travel, the outdoors in 2 
new places. The spring of my sophomore year in college I sent away applications to two 
summer camps to be a camp counselor. The first application was to work at a dude ranch 
camp in [STATE]. I've never actually rode a horse, but I've always had a fascination 
with them like many girls do. I like the idea of riding one across the countryside going as 
fast as you can, being one with the horse. 

The second camp I applied to was a camp in the rocky mountains of [STATE]. Being 
from [STATE], I hadn't spent much time camping, nor in the mountains. But I wanted to 
try it To explore a new territory, see a new landscape, find another beauty besides the 
ocean. 

The first camp to get back to me was Camp [NAME] in [CITY, STATE]. I accepted the 
position, and off I went! 

Exercise 8 

Voice: 3 Organization: 2 Content: 2 Depth:2 Total: 9 

One time I went on a trip with [NAME] to [CITY] to visit his long-time family friends. It 
was me with a handful of guy, all twenty-somethings. A couple of brothers, some 
cousins, but all guys. We went out into the woods near their house to see a tree they had 
tied a rope to and would often swing from. 

It was a very tall tree that took some work to climb. Once you go up high, you had to 
grab the rope and swing down off of the branch. You would swing out pretty far and then 
eventually make your way to the ground. 

He said it was true that it was somewhat dangerous to perform this act. Nonetheless, 
everyone - but me - got up the tree and swung off of it. I was pretty timid about it from 
the beginning and didn't really want to swing off the tree. But there was the 
smbborn/feminist/competitive side of me that wanted to show I could do it just like all 
the guys. Additionally, I had worked at a summer camp for a couple of years as an 
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instructor doing "adventure" activities from great heights. I realized that it wasn't the 
height that got to me, but it was the lack of safety that bothered me. "Do not fear," he 
said. But there was nothing to catch my fall. 

Exercise 9 

Voice: 2 Organization: 2 Content: 2 Depth: 2 Total: 8 

As I've mentioned before, the move from [STATE] to [CITY] was an exciting new 
experience in many ways; one of them being the experience of seeing the seasons change. 
The winter was really hard for me, and I felt like I would never see the sun again. I 
couldn't get warm, and I mink I went through seasonal depression. I considered getting a 
sun lamp. 

In the spring I was so fascinated by all of the vegetation that seemed to spring up out of 
nowhere. Everything began to turn green again, and I found great joy in seeing 
everything in bloom. 

I had been warned about the [CITY] summers, but wasn't too concerned about it. I know 
hot, and it doesn't bother me. I'd rather be hot than cold, and there was always a pool 
nearby to jump in. I enjoy the shared experience of summer, where people walk around 
with a suntan, as little clothes as possible, and any excuse to drink a margarita. I had a 
nice, lazy summer in [CITY] peppered with a few trips to the beach in [STATE] like I 
always do. 

Then I woke up one morning and something had changed. I went out onto the balcony of 
my apartment to get a better sense. The outdoors smelled different. It didn't smell like 
summer hotness, ripeness. It smelled - different. And it looked different, somehow. It 
wasn't so hazy. The air seemed thinner, crisper. The light somehow looked different. 
The sun as at a different angle than usual and eveiything seemed a lot crisper. Fall was 
here, and it was time to get out the sweaters! 

Exercise 10 

Voice: 2 Organization: 2 Content: 1 Depth: 1 Total: 6 

My Aunt [NAME] (who is not really my aunt, but a close friend of my mom and family) 
lived in a place that seemed like a different world to me as a little girl. To get onto her 
piece of property, you had to use a remote to open the gate to her long and windy 
driveway. We had a remote to this gate, and it seemed like a key to a magic kingdom. 
This might be cheating, because it is not really my story. A professor told us mis story in 
class one day. A man died one day, and when he got to heaven St. Peter stopped him at 
the "pearly gate." St. Peter told him that he had lived a bad life, and could not pass. So he 
went on his way, and started walking around the brick wall of heaven. When he had gone 



a ways, there was a man leaning over the wall, with his hand ready to help him over the 
fence. It was Jesus. 

When I was little I went on a trip with my family one summer to [CITY]. I remember 
being impressed by all of the beautiful ironwork gates. Even as a child, I spent a long 
time thinking about how much work it probably was to design a gate. You'd have to find 
a metal-smith of some sort, and I'm sure they'd have to install it for you. You couldn't 
just pop it in. It had to be custom built to fit your space. And I imagined it was probably 
quite costly. You couldn't just pick one up at the Wal-Mart or something. 

Exercise 11 

I am on the brink of change right now, but it is not a scary kind of change. It is not 
anxiety-inducing, it is more like anxiety-reducing. It's as if I'll be reaching the Promised 
Land, of sorts, at the end of June. I am not afraid to quit my job, I am very excited. In 
the past, the idea of freelance work was really scary. But because I have gotten so much 
steady work, I am not scared. I'm curious to see how I'm feeling about my career 
situation in about a year. Will I want to continue freelance? Find a full-time job? Start 
thinking about having children? I have this glamorous idea of freelance life where I 
travel and do my work out of cafes in Paris or Italy. I don't know if this will ever happen, 
but it's fun to dream. 

Change is a natural, necessary part of life, but it is not always easy. I get set in my ways, 
and sometimes it's hard for me to let go of doing things the way I've always done them, 
or set out to do. 

Something I've learned about myself in the past year of so is that I'm not as spontaneous 
as I wish I was, or thought I was, or want others to think I am. For instance, if I have a set 
plan for how I think my day is going to go, and [NAME] tries to change the plan or throw 
wrench in it, I get kind of stressed out and uptight. 

This (obviously) applies to my life on a larger scale. I think this is why my current phase 
of transition seems so easy. I am going in the direction I want, and on my own terms. I 
feel very lucky to be going through this kind of change right now. 

I realize that this is not the norm, and that life sometimes doesn't care what kinds of plan 
you make for it. It will go its own way sometimes. It is at these times, when life goes its 
own way, that I need to figure out coping mechanisms, and to learn how to roll with the 
punches. 

PARTICIPANT 7 
Exercise 1 

Voice: 3 Organization: 3 Content: 3 Depth: 2 Total: 11 
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Before I moved to [CITY], I lived at home with my parents for 2 months after I graduated 
from college. My mother was excited that her daughter came back home to live with her 
after being away at college for the past 5 years. I felt more like a foreigner at my parents' 
home than I did while being at college with all the new friends that I made there. My 
mother's enthusiasm for me to stay in my home town, to find a job and live there left me 
heartbroken because I was so clearly unhappy there. My best friend was moving to 
[CITY] so I eventually decided to go with her there on the sojourn path that would 
hopefully give me more opportunities for a better life. My mother acted happy but I could 
see that she was actually bereft and felt bitterly about her daughter leaving again. I 
packed up all of my things except [?] and made the 10 hour journey north to my new 
home in [CITY]. 

Exercise 2 

Voice: 4 Organization: 2 Content: 2 Depth: 3 Total: 11 

Again we are back at my parents' house, but it is the house I grew up in during my 
formative years, not their new house that they moved into after I moved to [CITY]. That 
house last I heard, is now all broken down and decrepit Ironic because although there 
were some good memories from that house, there were more sad, negative memories than 
positive ones. I have been thinking more about memories from that house lately because 
of a new special person in my life who really wants to get to know me so is asking lots of 
questions about me which involves my past. A good memory from that house (because I 
want to be focused on positive things in my life) is holding Young Life Clubs there when 
I was in high school. Although my parents weren't believers, they still supported me in 
my spiritual activities. Other positive memories in that house: my parents had a super 
bowl party and invited their neighbor friends and allowed me to invite some friends too. 
Wow, now I am struggling for more positive memories. The memories of how I felt most 
of the time when I was in the house are sad. I felt very alone, isolated, and left to fend for 
myself. It wasn't a big house, but every room felt like it was a different place where a lot 
of sin went on. Except for the living room, not the TV room, but the front room of the 
house, where we would put the Christmas tree, next to the dining room, doesn't have a lot 
of bad memories there. I used to study because that is where the desk was, and that is also 
where the record player and stereo was and my dad's impressively large collection of 
music. Literally thousands of record albums, great music, which was very formative in 
my personality now. 

Exercise 3 

Voice: 3 Organization: 2 Content: 2 Depth: 2 Total: 10 

Willow was created when I began to experience neglect and relationship dysfunction with 
my immediate family. I did not have any solid foundation, it was quicksand because I 
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was without a solid mother or father figure to give me what I needed to survive life. Now 
I am building my house of solid brick and stone and mortar on safe dry land. But Willow 
didn't ever know what that was because her parents didn't know either and their parents 
and so on.. .to the point that generationally sin was the norm and the family lived down 
by the beach on the sand. Whenever the tide rose, or there was a storm, the house eroded 
- what little bit of house that there was. Willow flowed to and fro with the breeze, 
looking for shelter and a solid place to grow from a willow (the bruised reed type of 
willow) into a willow tree. The feelings of shame, guilt, fear, loneliness, and instability 
caused Willow to act in such a way that she made choices that were strongly, heavily 
influenced by those around her. She attracted people who like her, were lost and sad. 
Whatever the other people wanted from her, she would give to them. She was acting out 
of a hurt place, but the Holy Spirit came into her life and was always there protecting her 
to a point where luckily she didn't break although she lost many of those little grains -
like fuzzy things on the end of the branch. God allowed this, because he knew mat she 
sways with the influence of others, but knew deep down in her heart there was hope. She 
never stopped believing in Christ, but no one showed her how to live out her newfound 
faith and follow and worship Jesus. Willow spent a lot of her time afraid - of other 
people because they hurt her, and of herself, because of her potential to hurt not only 
herself but also others. I am writing about this dark time in my life when I abused drugs, 
binged and purged, [?], over-exercised, stole clothes and items from stores, had 
promiscuous sex, and used laxatives so I can keep her in the past where she belongs. She 
had to go through that self-abuse to survive her dysfunctional family, but now she is 
growing into a large, healthy, strong tree on solid ground who draws on Christ and the 
Church and her Christian family of friends for support, love, and nurturance. Her 
relationship with Christ is the core of who she is, and her tree produces much fruit of the 
spirit. 

Exercise 4 

Voice: 3 Organization: 2 Content: 3 Depth: 3 Total: 11 

Change is like morning. Change develops over time just like the morning begins at dusk 
and evolves to the afternoon. Before morning, it is dark. For me, prior to change I was 
living in the dark where God's light was not shining. Maybe because I didn't want to see 
his light, so I covered it up and drowned it out with food, drugs, alcohol, or sex. When 
God shines his light on an area in my life that needs to change, he doesn't shine the high 
beams on, going from pitch black to blinding light. Rather, like morning, slowly 
transitions from night to day, God allows cracks of light to shine into this dark area so 
that I can adjust to it rather than go into shock. Because he know how much I can handle, 
which is a lot, but not a lot at one time, he is showering me in his timing, like the sun 
rises slowly but steadily. One good example of this would be the area of alcohol abuse, 
and my gradual awakening of the damage that it causes in my life and in others' lives 
(my father's). I'm still somewhere in the a.m., not quite to noon yet on this. I do believe I 
feel the sun rising and I am getting warmer as I start letting go of the alcohol. The dark 
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feels safe to me sometimes, and I want to rewind the clock to make it night again. But 
those attempts are futile, I cannot stop the clock or the sun from coming up. I am not in 
control, God is, and the more I accept it the more I can bask in the warmth of the rising 
sun. 

Exercise 5 

Voice: 2 Organization: 2 Content: 1 Depth: 3 Total: 8 

Knowledge is the most significant thing that comes to mind. Education is a process that 
takes years, and I am always learning new things about the subject of nutrition more and 
more over time. I really do love my career choice, it is my passion. So I am grateful to 
enjoy gleaning more and more information and knowledge about the science of nutrition. 
I am also learning more about people - other people, and myself, as I apply this 
knowledge that I glean in my work. Nutation is a topic that is a relatively new science, so 
there is always new info to glean, study, and apply. I am luckily committed to continue to 
glean knowledge about nutrition until God tells me to stop. Of course, 1 have to keep my 
credentials and get continuing education credits, but I actually enjoy it, much more even 
now than when I was in school. I see how the knowledge that I have gleaned can help 
others, and provide me with the financial support as I work with it. I am glad to glean bit 
by bit, because there is really no other way to do i t The process of learning is stimulating 
to me, and prevents my brain from deteriorating. I don't think I could ever have too 
much knowledge about nutrition because there is so much to know. Plus the fact that it 
helps others is very motivating and inspiring to me. It gives me purpose in life. I am very 
clear on that. I don't mean to sound overly confident in this area, I just feel blessed with 
my career and I know it is a gift, which brings me joy. 

Exercise 6 

Voice: 4 Organization: 3 Content: 3 Depth: 2 Total: 12 

Waiting for the pregnancy test to give the (+) pregnant or (-) not pregnant sign. I actually 
cannot remember it so well being that I was so frightened and numbed at that time. Also 
it was 10 years ago. But I knew something wasn't right. Back to that 2 month period 
when I lived at my parents' house before moving to [CITY] is when it happened. I had a 
"fling" with this guy named [NAME] before I graduated from college, earlier that year. 
While I was waiting for the pregnancy indicator to tell me the news either way, I was full 
to the brim with anxiety, worry, fear, disgust with myself, thoughts of what I may do if I 
was pregnant. Because when I had the fling with the guy I was also into drugs, we were 
doing the drags together. I was thinking also about how my periods were so irregular, I 
could not tell when I was ovulating. Then, thought life was of value, I was just not 
thinking about just how valuable life is because I was treating my life like I didn't want 
it. Essentially acting like I wanted to die playing Russian Roulette with my own life. Not 
caring about how some of my sinful behaviors may lead to this moment of waiting on the 
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pregnancy indicator. As much as I would love to write that I had a "ah-ha" moment 
because of that 2 minutes while waiting to see if my irresponsible behavior had resulted 
in an unwanted pregnancy, but I didn't. At least not one that stuck, because I found 
myself in that 2 minute bracket of waiting on the pregnancy indicator many more times 
after that. I tried to remember when I'd taken the morning after pill, which I had also 
done several times before that moment. 2 minutes is not a very long time, and I would 
like to be able to interject some very insightful deep and spiritual stuff about how God 
spoke to me and comforted me during that time, but I can't because it didn't. I just 
thought about all the drugs we had done, how my body chemistry had to have been all 
messed up due to the drugs and eating disorder, and how the baby would probably have 
fetal alcohol syndrome or 5 arms and legs or be mentally challenged. I was thinking 
about myself and what were the next steps to take if it turned out that I was pregnant. 
Not in a good place in my life, so depressed, and in limbo between [CITY] and [CITY], 
and deciding to move to [CITY] to start my life, all I wanted was to go on living my life 
without consequences from my bad choices. Especially the bad choice of having 
unprotected sex with a man-child who was just in it for the fun. I was thinking I will 
never tell him because he wouldn't care, and I didn't want to ever talk to him again after 
he dumped me. Not even sure I would know how to contact him. Not sure if I could hide 
it if I was pregnant from my parents. Not sure how they would react Not sure who was 
safe to tell. Wondering how accurate those pregnancy tests really are, but knowing that 
they are very accurate if you really are pregnant Sounds like I was having racing 
thoughts, and I know that I was. I was also in shock, but not disbelief. Essentially, I was a 
train wreck, but somehow I think I held it together on the outside, even though I was 
alone when I took the test. I definitely felt alone. Not sure if I reached out for God, I bet I 
did. I was lost in a sea of regret and fear. 

Exercise 7 

Voice: 2 Organization: 1 Content: 2 Depth: 2 Total: 7 

I seek salvation, although it is a gift that has been given to me. My salvation in Christ is 
not something I can earn, yet I seek to earn it by good deeds. Intellectually I know that 
my salvation is based on God's love for me, but it is hard to fully grasp and understand 
that kind of unearned love, mercy, and grace. So I have to remember to stop seeking it 
and start accepting it fully in my heart, soul, and mind - knowing that there is nothing I 
can do to "pay God back" for the crucifixion of his son on the cross. There isn't enough 
money in the world, not enough things I can do to fix the fact that I am a sinner and the 
price for my salvation was the death of God's living son Jesus Christ on the cross, who 
was sinless, to die for my sins and save me from myself. Therefore, that love, acceptance, 
grace, and mercy are just the most awesome thing I will ever know about in my life. It is 
just difficult to accept news that is this good. Probably because I am so painfully aware of 
how much of a sinner I truly am. So rather than seek my salvation I will just keep 
believing in and trusting in Christ and accept my salvation as the gift that it truly is. 
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Exercise 8 

Voice: 3 Organization: 2 Content: 2 Depth: 2 Total: 9 

I gave up worrying for Lent, and I was able to find plenty of scriptures to support me to 
stop worrying - not just for Lent but make a life change in this. Jesus said "Do not let 
your hearts be troubled, trust in God, trust also in me." Whenever I find myself worrying, 
it is because I am not trusting in God with all my heart, strength, mind, and soul. Ideally, 
someday, I believe I will get to the point where I automatically trust God in all things. 
But my default is to fear, only because that is what I was taught growing up before I 
knew Christ. But even after I accepted Christ as my Lord and Savior, because I was only 
14,1 have had a long journey of putting my hope and faith in Him all the time, even when 
it doesn't come naturally or is an area I struggle in. When I allow fear to creep in, it is 
like denying or forgetting that I have a savior who died to save my soul. 

"My mother said it was true that worrying has a purpose." I realize that my mom did not 
intend harm, that is all that she knew to the best that she had for me. The evil one just 
loved that (if he can love anything) because it prevented me from truly trusting God with 
my life, caused me to second guess myself constantly. She herself was also a worrier, and 
I being the "good child" that I wanted to be, wanted to please my mom and looked up to 
her so I absorbed her worry and created some of my own problems to worry about too. 
To this day, I listen to peoples worries and concerns daily as part of my job. I am 
learning to create boundaries in my personal and professional life to protect me from 
excessive, unhealthy worry. I have scriptures, my small group, and church to help get me 
in the right place where I can let go of worrying and focus on the truth and the way. 

Then life is more clear, and I am more aware of God's love. 

Exercise 9 

Voice: 2 Organization: 2 Content: 2 Depth: 1 Total: 7 

The morning I woke up on 9/11/01,1 was told that the world trade center in NYC had 
been blown up by suicide bombers from Al Qaeda. I was shocked along with the rest of 
the world who also knew about it, of course, except for the evil people who did it. I was 
in [CITY, STATE], was there visiting a group of friends and had stayed the weekend for 
the football game the prior Saturday. We watched on the news the catastrophe and horror. 
The images were so frightening. The sadness of those who were looking for loved ones 
that they could not find was heartbreaking. The despicable plan was so thought out by 
smart evil people. I remember that it seemed like everyone knew someone who was 
directly or closely affected because there was someone who died there that day or knew 
someone who should have died there that day. I drove from [CITY] to [CITY] that day, 
and there was no one on the roads. The whole country closed down for the day - no 
work. It was a devastating time, and the world will never be the same. I had just been in 
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NYC a few months prior, and went to the World Trade Center first as that is where my 
friend told me to go to meet her there. I have been back twice, but never made it to 
Ground Zero. Now the airport security had been totally made over, and every time I have 
to go through airport security I am reminded of 9/11.1 am glad that they killed Osama 
Bin Laden. I am glad that my friend from college, [NAME], who was late for work that 
day, and worked in the World Trade Center, didn't make it in. Sorry for my friends that 
worked in nearby hospitals and had to deal with the people who were coming in (or being 
brought in on stretchers) and deal with the hurt sick people. I am grateful that we are a 
resilient country who mourned the losses but still kept on living and never forgetting 
what happened. I can still see the people jumping out of the burning buildings, something 
I try not to think about because it is so terrifying. I am grateful for the brave souls who 
went in after the wreckage to help save people, and lost their own lives in the process. I 
think that is what being an American is about. 

Exercise 10 

Voice: 3 Organization: 2 Content: 2 Depth: 2 Total: 9 

(Part 1) When I was just thinking about what to write about, a while earlier, I was 
thinking about physical boundaries with [NAME] earlier, so the gate idea makes me think 
of putting a gate around our physical relationship and around ourselves to protect each 
other. We sort of talked about mis before, but not in great detail. I am just thinking that 
if/when things start to go too far, then I will put my "gate" up and let him know that I 
don't want to go any further. I didn't think this was necessary initially but the sexual 
urges are strong and I don't want to have any regrets or do more than I am comfortable 
with. 

(Part 2) The gate at my condo complex is not that secure. It looks secure because you 
have to buzz people in the gate, but you could easily park nearby and just walk into the 
complex at many places including the entrance. I know we pay a decent amount of 
money for the gate, but it is always breaking and people always trail other people in. I 
wish that gate really did secure my property because there would be less break-ins and 
theft. I just don't see why they don't spend all the money they spend on landscaping and 
make our community more safe versus more beautiful. 

(Part 3) Around the first house I lived in in [NEIGHBORHOOD] in [CITY], the gate was 
around the back part of the house and came around to the sides, and needed a remote to 
open/close to park in the back. Unfortunately, one time when the gate was opened when 
my friend/roomie [NAME] was there by herself unloading groceries, some bad kids who 
had been on a crime spree decided to do a home invasion and broke in and got [NAME]. 
By the grace of God she got free, unharmed, but many others in the neighborhood were 
not so lucky. After that we got [NAME], the Aim Staff (pit bull family) terrier dog to 
guard and protect the house. That worked, no more home invasions and it has been 
almost 10 years. The kids got busted and last I heard are still in jail. 



Exercise 11 

Change is sewn into my life like yarn in a quilt. There has not been a time or season in 
my life that is not about change. I am always wanting to change something about myself. 
In the past it would have been my social status (i.e. popularity in middle and high school, 
actually even in elementary school). I just wanted to be "cool" and popular, to me that 
was what life was about. So I tried to change the way I looked to be more popular by 
losing weight, which did not turn out too well because I ended up with a bad eating 
disorder that would continue to haunt me through high school, college, and a bit after 
college. To be 100% truthful with myself, I still struggle from time to time, and I am 
always paranoid and concerned about my appearance and weight. When I was 23,1 
finally decided to really do something about it and put a lot of time and energy into 
recovery. I made progress, with the help of therapists, and 12 step groups. That time of 
my life was a marked period of change and personal growth. Once I got to a certain point 
where I felt like I had made sufficient progress and the worst of it was behind me, I 
stopped. I needed a break. The antidepressants were helping a ton, and my relationship 
with Christ had deepened. I think I also just do this thing where I will go through a time 
of intensified change and growth, then almost like give myself a break for a while, before 
I realize I haven't fully dealt with all of my issues so they start creeping back in again. 
For example, along with the EDS, came drugs, alcohol abuse, and sex. I think they are 
all interrelated and serve the purpose of 1) numbing me out to my feelings 2) punishing 
myself for being a "bad person" - which creates a vicious cycle because I think I am a 
bad person to willingly engage in these sins, so I go ahead and sin some more to deal 
with the original sin and 3) self-medicating my depression and anxiety. So, clearly, I have 
made some progress in awareness. One change that haunts me that is a result of the sins, 
and not a change that I voluntarily chose is my health problems and affected thinking 
capacity as a result of all the damage that has been done to my body, mind, and soul. I 
really feel like I don't think as well as I used to, and my memory and word retrieval is 
below average because of all the drugs I have done. It is hard to tell exactly what kind of 
change has been done because I don't know what my mind would be like now if I hadn't 
done all the drugs. I also cannot necessarily prove that my physical health problems are 
caused by the abuse I have done to my body in the past, but I believe they are connected. 

So, with all of this pain and heartache that I have put myself through as a result of chosen 
behaviors, I am putting it all behind me. This is my new choice to change - change my 
behaviors to more in line with those of someone who is a Christ follower like myself. I 
know God loves me no matter what all the time and his grace is more than enough to 
forgive my sins, I need to forgive myself. It is time for me to change my negative 
thinking patterns about myself that keep me tied to my past and only [?] to act out these 
particular sins, and move forward with my life. I do not want to act like the old me who 
did not value my own life and potentially put others' lives at risk too. I feel like a tree 
who has been planted on firm soil, and it is time to grow into the beautiful, fruitful tree 
that God has envisioned for my life. I welcome this change, even though the growing 
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pains at times seem too much to handle. I am a new person in Christ, and I really want to 
be born again - again. I wonder how many times I will have to keep being born again -
ha. As many times as I need to be, which will probably be from time to time throughout 
my whole life on earth. 

PARTICIPANT 8 
Exercise 1 

Voice: 4 Organization: 3 Content: 3 Depth: 2 Total: 12 

The plane ride home was heartbreaking. My summer in [COUNTRY] as a foreigner was 
strange, exciting, lonely, fun.. .so many things. And these people, my family for the 
summer, were going to leave. We parted at the airport just as quickly as we met. My 
mother and sister waited for me. 

"You're so tan." "So glad to have you home." "How was the trip?" How do I put my 
experience in words I thought? Did they really want to hear that I didn't want to be 
home? That I was dreading the sojourn to [STATE] with my mother? 

Moving day was just a week later. I'd barely had time to pack. We had to clean my 
mother's house and load all of her shit onto the U-Haul. Stuff that was mostly the 
remainder of my grandmother's life. Little tubes of craft paint and stencils. I drove ahead 
with my car attached to the U-Haul. My first visit with my college [?] before the big 
move to [STATE] .We stayed up all night chatting and having fun. After two months 
away our relationships rekindled instantly. 

After an hour and half of sleep I woke to meet my mother and sister at the gas station to 
begin our 6 hour journey. The cat mewed in his cat carrier between my mother and me. 
Over the mountains and down the windy path of 1-75 she repeated how fast I was going. 
At 45 miles an hour we crawled closer to [CITY]. It was a journey meant for disaster. 

Exercise 2 

Voice: 3 Organization: 3 Content: 2 Depth: 2 Total: 10 

My grandmother was always very domestic. She taught me how to clean windows and 
get that extra shine by using newspaper. She could fold fitted sheets perfectly. Though 
she was small in stature she commanded children with a stare (except for [NAME] the 
favorite). We made dinners together while my younger sister and the neighbor kid -
[NAME] - played. In her small kitchen full to the brim with pop-tarts and diet coke, 
cookies and that special knife she used for everything we cooked. I was her little helper. 
She would chatter away with church gossip while I dipped the chicken in egg and flour 
for frying. Sometimes she would show me the right combination of milk, potatoes, and 
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butter to make mashed potatoes. As the mixer sang around the metal bowl Nanny would 
say, "Just a little more milk [NAME], or make sure there's no lumps." Then we would all 
sit down, sometimes with the evening news playing in the background, and eat. At [?] 
with a tub of butter. And my grandfather spread the golden butter across the bread. 
Dipped it in gravy and ate half the piece in one swallow. Nanny always used a small plate 
while she drank her 32oz of diet coke out of a massive travel mug, I bet she could have 
done her curls with that thing. 

Exercise 3 

Voice: 4 Organization: 2 Content: 3 Depth: 3 Total: 12 

Lost my job just six months prior. 

They should have called me Libby because of the freedom and liberation I felt. I'd finally 
done it; I'd broken up with. him. After 3 years it was clearly not going anywhere. Sure 
there were lots of tears. I called my sister right after and she had to calm me so she could 
understand me. But instantly I began to sleep better, my appetite came back, but I also 
drank a lot. Maybe to cure the feeling of loneliness. There was no pit of anxiety in my 
stomach. 

As I sat on the floor at the lake house my girlfriends stared at me. That look that tells you 
they know. I'd just told [NAME] but she shared with everyone. Like all emotions I try to 
act like it doesn't mean anything. Like I'm fine and perfectly in control. Over wine and 
cigarettes they comforted me. Distracted me. [NAME] convinced me to quit church. 

A month later - if that - 1 was still fighting the urge to call. [NAME] and I attempted to 
go pick up men. The loud energy of Tin Lizzies and the strong margaritas. We talked and 
laughed but [?]... 

I smoked at the bar and a stranger approached me and asked if he could have a drag of 
my cigarette. Ugh, he hit on me while explaining that his wife was dancing close to the 
band. The band that was led by a man wearing a skirt made of ties. And I'm pretty sure 
he had a pink cowboy hat. I felt free and excited. 

At the lake house, [NAME] said "just do it," when I talked about quitting my job at the 
church because I knew I wouldn't be allowed to go on our [REGION] trip for two 
Sundays. And I did it. I resigned for a trip. I resigned for what the trip meant, change, 
transition, adventure, new beginnings. 

I thought I was going to marry him. I was bereaved but glad. I thought I wanted to do 
ministry but using Jesus as a motivator felt manipulative and disingenuous. I was/am free 
but [?lostJ. 
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My Fridays were always free. I woke up late and bathed in the warm sun by the pool. 
Reading the Spy Glass. Reprimanding teenage boys for talking about young girls' boobs 
and butts. Freedom. Relaxation. Liberation. Peace. Balance. And I wonder where those 
three months went? When I don't remember having a care in the world. Where I truly felt 
good about my body. Can I get back there? What is my new balance? Place of liberation? 
Freedom from what I don't like. 

Exercise 4 

Voice: 3 Organization: 3 Content: 2 Depth: 2 Total: 10 

Change is like water. I'm having a difficult time with this prompt. I think change is 
uncertain, scary, and tumultuous. None of these things seem to be that to me. They all 
seem kind of beautiful and natural. Except maybe being a servant. 

Sitting on my numbered dot on the floor I was surrounded by a gymnasium full of 
strangers. Other little five year olds waiting anxiously for their number to be called. 
Finally mine was called. Everyone looked around. Who would go to the front to claim 
their prize? I knew it was my number but was too paralyzed to move. So I cried. 

Waiting in line at recess, I suppose it was months later because I didn't feel 
uncomfortable, the gym teacher told us to run over "yonder" and back. The word was 
foreign and confusing to me. No one else seemed confused. When they ran I followed. 
Past the couple of baseball fields and around heading back to the school. A huge, old 
building. I ran as fast as I could and beat the other kids. Eventually my voice uttered the 
same southern twang and I said things like "yonder" and "fixin to." It was a world of 
difference from cramped [STATE] and the well spoken words. 

Exercise 5 

Voice: 3 Organization: 2 Content: 3 Depth: 2 Total: 10 

Story about when I gleaned. Was it easy or difficult. 

[NAME] told me to back away from the road because he said I'd be safer away from the 
cars. He was bossy at times. As he hailed the Sung Tao I remember being irritated at his 
obvious proclamation that women couldn't or shouldn't do some things. I believed 
whole-heartedly that God had sent me to [COUNTRY] for a reason. Was it to just teach 
English? Was it to save souls? Or was it to glean this idea of men being leaders over 
women. I saw it many times in society - political figures, professors, - everywhere men 
were leading and women were not. I struggle throughout the summer with scriptures 
about women being silent and submissive. I'd always heard preaching about men leading 
the household but what do you do when there's no father? Was my mother not competent 
enough to lead her own life. To guide ours. 
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[?] months of struggling made sense. I'd felt restless and unsettled about the idea of God 
calling me to be submissive just because I was a woman. I suppose I'd always felt 
unsettled about the idea. I remember my sister and I beating up a little boy because he 
said women couldn't do some sport as well as men. Sitting in that class my travels from 
undergrad to [COUNTRY] and this struggle with my gender and leadership made sense. I 
found a home that did not have a specific role for me based on my gender. In fact they 
challenged me to do more because of my gender. To consider professions I'd never 
considered could be mine. 

Exercise 6 

Voice: 3 Organization: 2 Content: 2 Depth: 3 Total: 10 

Waiting for Santa 
Every day I woke up and stared at the same spot under the Christmas tree. I'm sure there 
were other things that occupied my time or that my mother made me get up for something 
but in my memory I sat on the floor and stared at the tree all day, every day. It seemed 
like an eternity. The same Christmas decorations. The same grouping of presents. Those 
few branches on that corner of the tree. The long hall leading toward the bedrooms 
stretched behind me. The living room lively with activity and conversations to my left. 
The kitchen to my right. I sat on the carpet and waited for hours. It felt like forever. I was 
the official tree waterer that year since I spent so much time at the base of the tree 
anyway. I think I was too nervous to sleep on Christmas Eve. By then we hadn't 
developed the tradition of opening presents on Christmas Eve so there was nothing [?]. 
How why no one else wanted to wait with me. Why wasn't my sister just as excited or 
content to sit under the tree for hours on end? For all the time I spent laying on the floor 
under that tree I don't ever remember what the gifts were. Probably some Tinkerbelle nail 
polish that my sister and I loved painting on and then immediately peeling off. By the 
next Christmas we were at my grandmother's and grandfather's in [STATE]. Far away 
from the dry days and cold nights at Aunt [NAMEJ's in [STATE]. I think I'm kind of 
impulsive so waiting doesn't bother me unless it's waiting for my sister to get ready so 
we can leave. I do care about wasting time which I think is what you do when you wait. I 
wasn't worried about time then. I had nothing better to do so it didn't matter that I sat and 
stared. It's funny to remember myself that way because now the only times I really enjoy 
sitting are when 1, I'm having my morning coffee or 2, I'm exhausted because...[?].. .too 
busy and have had no time to sit. Now if I sit around for a day at home I feel anxious and 
guilty. Especially anxious. Anxiety is a bitch. 

During the ice storm this year I almost went crazy with pent up energy. 

I think I have a lot of wasted time - kind of like sitting under that tree. If my time's not 
productive I think it's wasted. Some of that is me needing to get over taking a break and 
some of that is wasted time - work right now is wasted time. Is that why I'm so unhappy? 
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Because it feels like a waste? But a waste of what? How can I apply my restless energy? 
What way to spend my time would feel better, wouldn't leave me frustrated. Having no 
answers feels frustrating. 

Exercise 7 

Voice: 3 Organization: 3 Content: 3 Depth: 2 Total: 10 

Nothing is coming to mind right now. Seeking serenity. So this reminds me of when 
[NAME] used to get loose. One morning, it was probably 6 a.m., we were taking a walk 
and somehow the leash wasn't attached to him anymore. And he always knew as soon as 
the leash wasn't attached. You could see the little look in his eye and off he went. 
Blazing through people's yards. It drove me nuts. Why wouldn't he ever come when I 
called? This particular time he was pinned in someone's fenced backyard. I had him 
completely cornered. A dog inside the house alarmed the household of my presence. No 
one seemed to care that I was traipsing through the backyard. He searched for an exit -
maybe this corner or that but nothing. Always out of reach. Why couldn't we ever just 
take a nice peaceful walk? Why did it always feel like he was dragging me down the road 
or about to get loose? Kind of like my desire for serenity and balance in my life. Even 
when you see it in view it..[?].. .like [NAME]. 

Exercise 8 

Voice: 2 Organization: 1 Content: 1 Depth: 1 Total: 5 

I'm having a hard time getting started on this one as well. I'm not afraid of many things. 
I think moving from city to city and across different states throughout my life has made it 
an easier transition for me than others. I'm not sure if [NAME] was on the phone with me 
or riding in the car but she reassured me not to be afraid of marriage. [NAME] and I had 
just gotten engaged. It was an extremely emotional time for me. Exciting, sure, but there 
was also a lot of fear. In my family we don't stay places. We move. We cut off 
relationships. We don't make phone calls. We may not answer when you ring the bell. I 
told [NAME] that I was having to adjust to the idea that someone was going to be around 
all the time. I'd never had that kind of stability and honestly didn't know if I could hack 
it. 

S/He said it was true that... 

This is challenging today. The stories aren't really flowing. Hmm.. .well I'm not sure that 
anyone I know uses..[?]... secrets. I' m not sure that any secrets in my family or life come 
to mind. Maybe it can be just a general observation about people and their character. I 
don't know what to write, what to write, oh, dah, do, da, de.. .There is a children's song 
in my head for some reason. I'm stuck. There is nothing that comes to mind on this topic. 
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She said it's true that positive thinking makes you feel better. That's a hard practice to 
maintain. Do other people struggle with that? Are there people that are just naturally 
positive all the time? It's a strict practice for me to stay positive and motivated. 

Exercise 9 

Voice: 3 Organization: 2 Content: 2 Depth: 3 Total: 10 

Well I'm not sure I can say that I envision a specific memory or time when I realized 
something had changed. 

I don't remember my first day in [COUNTRY] but I do remember a gradual progression 
of understanding and change. [NAME] and I shared a room with puke green wall 
covering and a sink that opened to the courtyard. I remember always waking up the full 
sun. Did it ever go down? How did it creep up without me knowing it? 

And that blessed ceiling fan. I'm not sure why the ceiling was so tall but a ceiling fan 
beats a box fan any day. Cool fresh air to beat the humidity. [NAME] would wake me 
when she came in late at night. We would talk about her fun adventures with our Thai 
friends. I was way too uptight for fun. Strict about getting to be on time and..[?].. .a little. 
I feel a bit more relaxed now as I write that. Because I suppose I can still learn to relax a 
little. 

Most mornings were the same. A cold dip bath in the bathroom that was just the shower 
and toilet. How did I learn to shave my legs in that cold water? I learned that baby 
powder was fantastic for the sweat that was sure to build during the long, hot days. 
My white face stuck out in the crowd. Everywhere we went Our height and creamy skin 
was an automatic attention drawer. I'd never been to such a homogenous place. A sea of 
similar faces and bodies at every street market or along the packed streets. 

Once on a sung tao I almost touched a monk. His bright orange garment signified his 
divide from others. Any person, but especially a woman was not to touch a monk. How 
different from the casual interaction of most people in my country. Never had anyone 
looked so panicked over the possibility..!?]. 

Our room had no entertainment. No TV. No radio. This was before iPods and smart 
phones. I suddenly began to realize that I'd rarely been alone and when I was I was 
uncomfortable. When there was nothing to do, I was unsettled. Where did my need to be 
a busy body come from? I pin pointed its origin. A safety measure for stressful times in 
my life. 

Exercise 10 

Voice: 3 Organization: 3 Content: 3 Depth: 2 Total: 11 
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My grandparents lived on a horse farm in rural North [STATE]. Across from a golf 
course, their small two bedroom brown home was surrounded by open pastures. Every 
day my Papa would get his walking stick and go through the pastures to pick up golf 
balls. It seemed like such an adventure when we were old enough to go with him. We 
would comb the field for golf balls. The entry to the pasture wasn't a normal gate. It was 
a small horizontal area of the fence that was cut out. 

Apartment, security gate at airport. 

We'd been together just a short time. [NAME] had agreed to take me to the airport for 
my trip to [CITY] and the [REGION]. I'd given him a card to let him know I'd miss him. 
He gave me one while we were in the parking deck at [AIRPORT]. He walked me to the 
beginning..[?]..gates. Expressing how much he'd miss me even though we'd only known 
each other a short time. We embraced and I accidentally said I love you in my goodbye. I 
looked at bis face, curious to see if he'd noticed. No recognition. Shew. Relief. I was 
saved from embarrassment but wanted to know if he felt the same. 

My father's family is from this small flat town on the [NAME] River. Through some 
winding bills, away from civilization sits [CITY, STATE]. Home of my grandfather 
[NAME] general store and his and my grandmomer [NAME]'s tombstone. The town is a 
perfect grid. Walking the streets there are old buildings clearly from the turn of the 
century. A small gate leads to the old jailhouse about the size of a port-a-potty. On the 
outskirts of town, meaning 2 streets from the store, a large metal archway serves as the 
entry to the graveyard. 

Exercise 11 

• Change brings up anxieties in me which makes me over function or try to 
micromanage the situation. I guess this is good sometimes because you get things 
done. But I think sometimes I just need to quit taking it all so seriously. Lighten 
up or I'm going to miss the beautiful journey in my life. 

• Give yourself time to transition. Don't rush it like you did with the move to 
Atlanta. Stop and think about all the things you want to do - say goodbye 
to.. .what's on my mind now is the marriage. Say goodbye to singleness. To 
random escapades with no accountability. To not being attached to someone, to 
thinking that my life doesn't really affect someone else. To sleeping alone in my 
bed, to spending my money however I want. To not undergoing the mental 
challenge that comes with living with someone that can eat everything and wants 
junk food in the house all the time. 

• Remember the positive moments about this time of change now. I think I like to 
look at the past in a very glamorous way but only when I've had some distance 
from it. Generally I will remember the positive more than the negative. But I 
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know that in the moment I live more in the negative. So, while life is changing a 
lot, I'd like to be able to find the positive moments now as well as later. 
Keep something consistent so you don't freak out. Like your regular exercise 
schedule or meditation or something. I'm sure I'll still freak out a lot but it's 
okay. 
Love the anxiety and "freak out" part of yourself too. I can be a huge critic of 
myself. Where does that get anyone? 
All the great things I've done in my life have involved a lot of change surely this 
will be the same. 
Maybe it would be helpful for me to try and include at least one positive action in 
my life every day or several times a week. Like write thank you cards to people 
or celebrate a success. Building a positive habit just like brushing my teeth or 
flossing. 
Sometimes I equate happiness with change. If I lose weight. If I change my job, I 
will be happier. Now that I think about that I don't believe it's true. 

PARTICIPANT 9 
Exercise 1 

Voice: 1 Organization: 4 Content: 1 Depth: 1 Total: 7 

My mother met my father in a story of serendipity. They were both lawyers - not unusual 
now, but very unusual in the 1960s for a woman to be a lawyer. She was the only female 
lawyer at a firm in [CITY), and according to my dad, she had many suitors. 
They met at a North American young lawyers bar conference in [CITY]. My father stood 
out among the crowd - not only was he a foreigner, but he was an [STATE] at that. He 
did not sound like anyone else; his deep southern accent was unknown to most. 

They had an immediate attraction and fell in love over the course of a week. My father 
extended his trip, and they tell stories of sneaking out of the conference to spend time 
together. My sisters and I don't want to know too many details about that (eww!). 
From there, they began an extensive letter and phone call conversation. Not more than a 
few months had passed when my mother's mother died unexpectedly from a brain 
aneurism. My mother was heartbroken. Her grief was deep and it was so tragic because 
they were so unprepared for the loss. At least she had the comfort of knowing that her 
mother had met her new boyfriend. My mom thinks her mother knew that her daughter 
would marry my father; she was the type of person who just knew things. 

And so the courtship continued. Eventually, they married and my mother began her 
sojourn to [STATE]. She was bereft at first - she was a foreigner in a strange land. Her 
life had changed so much, and although she loved my father, her decision always made 
her sometimes act bitterly toward those around her. 
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Exercise 2 

Voice: 3 Organization: 3 Content: 2 Depth: 2 Total: 10 

Mealtime has always been a central pastime for my family. My mother loves to cook -
and is very good at it - and she has always shown love for her family by preparing 
wonderful meals for us. 

It seems like some of the most important times we've had together have happened around 
a table. Big holiday dinners - Christmas, Thanksgiving, birthdays - those took place in 
the formal dining room. But some of the biggest moments were those average days, when 
it was just a typical dinner of breakfast. I think my parents first told us that we were 
moving from [CITY] to [CITY] when we were seated at the table. It was supposed to be a 
secret - they weren't ready to tell friends or neighbors yet - and I was so proud that they 
trusted 11-year old me to keep the secret. 

One of my favorite meals of childhood was Saturday morning. My father would drive to 
Krispy Kreme and come back with a dozen chocolate glazed doughnuts. My three sisters 
and I would gobble the doughnuts - we would have portioned them out so each of us had 
an equal number. Inevitably my sister [NAME] would have eaten slower than the rest of 
us, and while the three of us had eaten our allotment at break neck speed, she still had a 
doughnut on her plate. The last doughnut She would savor each and every bite, licking 
her lips and her fingers as we watched. We were so jealous, even though we'd all had the 
same number. She took her time relishing the chocolaty goodness as we cursed ourselves 
for gulping ours without thinking about just how quickly the experience would be over. 

Exercise 3 

Voice: 4 Organization: 3 Content: 4 Depth: 3 Total: 14 

They should have called me Fraida, I was so afraid that I would not get pregnant. We had 
been married for over three years when my husband agreed to start having children. I had 
wanted to have kids from the moment we were married, but I knew he wasn't ready yet. 
And despite all my enthusiasm and eagerness to start having a family, I knew we had to 
be in agreement for such a huge life-changing decision. 

I'd had some medical issues before and I never wanted to assume that we'd be able to 
have children the moment we wanted to. And maybe I shouldn't have put that thought out 
into the universe, because I worried and feared a struggle, and it was one. 

My entire life I'd always know I wanted to be a mother and have at least two children 
(preferably even more). I guess it was the product of growing up in a large family. I loved 
the noise and chaos and warmth that was our home and our family. I've always counted 
my sisters as among my favorite people in the world, even when they're driving me 
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crazy. I wanted to create a family of my own, and now that I was married to the person I 
wanted to spend the rest of my life with, I didn't see any reason to wait. Beside, I've 
always know my husband would be a good father, and I pictured us having fun (and 
funny) kids. 

When I went off the pill, I knew it would take a while for my body to adjust, but I wasn't 
prepared for how wild my cycle would be. Every month I would anxiously await whether 
or not my period would come. And it would take longer than it was supposed to. I was 
getting my period sporadically, and I couldn't predict my cycle and when we should 
target trying to conceive. My friend at work was also trying, and we filled our lunches 
with talk of how to get pregnant, advice we'd heard, things we'd read. It was all-
consuming. 

Somehow, even with my abnormal cycle, I got a positive on my pregnancy test after five 
months of trying. I was thrilled but scared. It didn't quite feel real, and I never fully 
grasped this was happening. We weren't going to tell people until after I'd been to the 
doctor, but we were going on a trip with his family and his sister was pregnant - it 
seemed like a good idea to share the news rather than hide my pregnancy on this alcohol-
filled European cruise. And so we told them. First his family and then mine. And we 
were happy. I didn't feel quite right, but I figured that was what pregnancy was supposed 
to be like. The following day I had a miscarriage. It was my mother's birthday. She was 
helpful over the phone, but when we went to their house for lunch, my parents didn't 
mention what was happening. I guess they couldn't bear to acknowledge it, but it all felt 
false to me. I confronted them afterward, and it was good to talk to them. They just didn't 
know how to talk about it, and they didn't want to bring it up or upset me further. 

And the story continued for a while. Two other people close to me had miscarriages 
around the same time, and we were able to support one another. It was a sad time, but we 
were early in our pregnancies and filled with hope about next time. 

My cycle never quite returned to normal when it was supposed to. I wasn't getting my 
period, but I wasn't pregnant. The two girls who'd had miscarriages got pregnant again 
shortly afterward. My sister got pregnant. My neighbor across the street got pregnant It 
felt that everyone I knew was pregnant, except for me. I was so afraid that I would never 
be able to have children, and my husband wasn't all that excited about adoption. He said 
he'd be okay if we didn't have kids. I couldn't picture my life without children - it was 
always something I'd wanted and dreamed of. 

It took a while, but luckily I found some good doctors who figured out what was going 
on. I prayed, I tried to focus on other things, try new things. 

Exercise 4 

Voice: 2 Organization: 2 Content: 2 Depth: 3 Total: 9 
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Change is like water, always moving, never staying the same. When water is frozen and 
motionless, it seems sad to me; like time frozen artificially. Or I think of sleeping 
Beauty's family and kingdom. Everyone is frozen in sleep, their life suspended. 
My mother always says that my sister [NAME] and I, in particular, are resistant to 
change. We're always uncertain when she makes small changes to the house; we always 
think the old way was the best, and probably we didn't realize we liked the old way until 
it's gone. 

I like to think that as I've grown older (and hopefully a bit wiser), that I am no longer 
afraid of change. In fact, I find myself pushing for change in ways that sometimes 
surprise me. Perhaps it's because my husband always needs a little push to consider 
changing our lifestyle - buying our first house, getting married, having children. Maybe 
I've become more like my mother in that respect. Don't get me wrong, I am happy that 
my husband is happy with the way things are and the life we lead. At the same time, 
however, I like to feel active in my life and I feel energized by these cliches we so often 
hear - "be the change you want," etc. The cost of that, though, is that sometimes I have 
difficulty enjoying the moment and being grateful for where I am. 

Bodies of water like lakes and oceans are never the same - each day is different, which is 
what can be said about our lives. Everything is changing constantly, everything is 
fleeting. So although I like to feel as if I'm the master of my destiny, I know that isn't 
exactly true. I believe I'm okay now with the chaos and the unknown. 

Exercise 5 

Voice: 2 Organization: 2 Content: 2 Depth: 2 Total: 8 

One person that I've never met and whom I will never meet has intrigued me my entire 
life. My maternal grandmother died probably 10 years before I was born, and I've 
always felt a loss in my life for never having known her. In the past, I would ask my 
mother to tell me stories about her. She always sounded very glamorous but also loving. 
I pictured her to be the grandmother I'd always wanted — warm, kind, always accepting. 
I think even at a young age, I also yearned to know her because on some level I thought 
by knowing her, I would better understand my mother. My grandmother was the ultimate 
hostess - she love to have parties and company over, and she was fun and social. My 
mother seemed to be so different - intellectual, shy, awkward around people, and not 
always empathetic. Sometimes it seems as if my mom is so concerned with her feelings 
that she's not aware of other people. Not that there aren't moments when my mother isn't 
wonderful and supportive but sometimes she just seems incapable of relating to people 
and accepting them for who they are. She just isn't intuitive - something that my 
grandmother was. My mother doesn't talk much about her mother - everything I know 
I've gleaned from years of questions and pestering her to tell me more. Once my mother 
told me that she would have been so thrilled to have had four granddaughters. I loved my 



father's mother whom I did know, but she was formal. She was not warm. She loved us 
but there was always a distance. 

Exercise 6 

Voice: 4 Organization: 2 Content: 3 Depth: 3 Total: 12 

Building upon something I wrote earlier today, I want to write about an experience that 
I'm currently going through. Ever since my husband and I married, I've wanted to have 
children but I had to wait until he was also ready. When we both were ready, it took over 
a year and many tests and doctors' appointments and anxious moments to get pregnant. 
And I was not patient about waiting for it. I felt consumed and terrified that it wasn't 
going to happen. It was excruciating at the time, but now I'm able to realize that it was a 
good experience. I've had to accept that much of life is beyond my control. I've had to 
accept that I couldn't make things happen if they weren't supposed to. For the first time 
in my life, I had to seriously consider that my vision of my life might not be what I had 
always thought it would be. And I would have to re-envision what I thought about 
myself, what I thought about happiness. I realized just how unhealthy it is to fixate on 
one thing - to believe that one thing will make you happy. My struggle to conceive 
taught me to try new things, to find fulfillment in unexpected places, to build new 
friendships, and to have a greater sense of empathy for others who struggled to conceive. 
So, after waiting and wishing for a year, I became pregnant And now I'm in a different 
type of waiting. Waiting to have my first ultrasound. Waiting to take all those scary tests. 
Waiting to hear the heartbeat. Waiting to find out if it's a boy or a girl. Waiting to 
actually really look pregnant rather than having grown a beer gut. Waiting to meet this 
person who will change our lives. Waiting to become a mother, even though already I 
feel like a different person. I exercise differently; I eat carefully; I try to protect this baby 
growing inside of me. Gone are the days of running, drinking margaritas, savoring my 
daily cup of coffee. 

And in three days, we will find out what we're having. I can't explain the excitement I 
feel about this appointment, even though I'm not partial to one over the other. I just want 
to visualize our child and begin preparing our home and our life for his/her arrival. I've 
been trying to stay busy and distract myself from thinking about it too much. I'm just so 
excited to know - 1 can barely contain it. I feel like this knowledge is a present - the 
ultimate present - and I can't wait to know. It's the best waiting, although I'm guilty of 
wanting to speed up time. 

As hard as it is, I know I shouldn't wish this time away. I know these next few months 
should be savored and enjoyed. This is a special time, and I need to embrace it. To enjoy 
spending time alone. To enjoy spending time alone with my husband. To take advantage 
of my spare time. To really commit myself to my writing. To devote myself to my 
friendships. To read lots and lots of books and sleep in -just because I can. I feel like I've 
grown as a person in this experience, and I've learned so much about myself and my 



husband. I need to enjoy the moment as much as I can and really, really, really accept 
where I am. But three more days still feels like a lifetime! 

Exercise 7 

Voice: 3 Organization: 2 Content: 2 Depth: 2 Total: 9 

Oftentimes in my life, I seek solitude. I'm the type of person who recharges when I'm 
alone. Either going for a run, reading a book, going for a walk, or even baking - these are 
ways that I can feel refreshed and ready to be around people again. 

I think it has something to do with growing up as the youngest in a large, oftentimes 
noisy family would need a break from the others, and I needed time and space alone in 
order to process and unwind. 

It's interesting to me that I've married a man who is so opposite in the way he relaxes. 
He recharges by being around people. That's not to say that sometimes he doesn't get 
tired of being with other people, but when he wants to relax, he wants to be with me. He 
wants to hang out on the couch watching TV or go to the park together or take a nap. 

And, as much as I love being with him, I need to find space. 

That's one of the reasons running has been such a part of me and my life. Just when I 
need a break from the group - whether it's my family, my in-laws, or even my best 
friends - 1 can go for a run and fill that need for solitude. Running is such a physical 
activity, yet the act of it is more mental and spiritual for me. Although I'm alone with my 
thoughts, I'm almost forced to get out of my head as the reality and physicality of what 
I'm doing takes over. It becomes more about each and every step, finding a comfortable 
rhythm, and successfully finishing my run - less about whatever challenge I've been 
thinking about. No matter what, it always makes me feel better. 

Exercise 8 

Voice: 4 Organization: 4 Content: 3 Depth: 2 Total: 13 

He told me do not fear, but I was afraid. I was 16, nearly 17, and my mother was in the 
hospital and she was not her normal self. My three older sisters were away, living in 
different cities or in college, and I was home in what we affectionately referred to as a 
"parent sandwich." 

I don't remember all the details of what led up to the moment, but I'd been spending time 
with my best friend [NAME] all day. Her parents were out of town, and I'd been sitting 
on their roof, smoking cigarettes and eating Werther's. I can remember the buttery taste 
lingering in my mouth. 
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I finally checked in with home around early evening or maybe my dad called at 
[NAMEJ's. I can't remember the exact details, but I do remember my father telling me 
that my mother was in the hospital with blood clots in her lungs. 

I spent the night with [NAME] and went to see my mother the next day. I was scared. 
He said it was true that they didn't exactly know what was wrong. They had some 
theories, but they were waiting on test results before they could make a full diagnosis. 
My mother was drugged up, and she seemed to me to be acting more like a frightened 
child than a mother. It barely registered that I was there. At one point, the IV came out of 
her hand and within minutes her hospital gown was soaked in blood. She screamed and 
my father ran from the room, screaming "code red" as he sprinted to the nurses' station. I 
was paralyzed. We didn't realize it was just the IV. The nurse came in, fixed the IV, and 
cleaned up my mother. It felt dramatic and unreal, and I wished my sisters were there. I 
didn't have anyone I could really talk to, and the people who could help me understand, 
weren't there. I had a hard time going to school that week, I hadn't done my homework 
and when I explained to my math teacher why, she asked me questions, her voice oozing 
with concern. She was not a teacher I liked and I didn't want to talk to her about 
something so personal. I started to cry and before I could stop myself, I was sobbing. I 
ran into the hall and found my best friends at their lockers. They hugged me and told me 
to go home. 

Exercise 9 

Voice: 3 Organization: 3 Content: 3 Depth: 3 Total: 12 

The morning after the wedding, I woke up in a beautiful four poster bed in a grand hotel 
suite - it was unlike any hotel where I had ever stayed before. Next to me was the man I 
loved who just became my husband the day before in front of all our friends and family. 
I remember thinking how awesome it was that not only were we allowed to sleep in the 
same bed together, we were supposed to! 

I was tired but exhilarated, and I replayed the day and night before in my head. I hadn't 
wanted the evening to be over. It was beyond all my expectation. I'd felt nervous about 
being the bride and being the center of attention, but when the time came, all I cared 
about was being married to my husband and celebrating with the people we loved and 
who loved us. 

My hair was still stiff even though I'd taken a bath before bed. The hairdresser had used 
so much hairspray and I kept finding random bobby pins where the comb and veil had 
been kept in place. 
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We had to get out of bed soon in order to make our early morning flight for our 
honeymoon. I felt like myself, but different. We ordered room service, and I realized I 
was hungry. I couldn't remember having eaten much the day before. 

I had wanted to follow the old tradition, and I didn't see him until the altar. I wanted to 
surprise him with my dress and I wanted to see his face for the first time that day as I 
walked down the aisle. I remember feeling so much excitement, love, and relief when I 
saw him smiling at me. Even though it had been hard to not see one another, I knew it 
had been the right decision for us. 

The ceremony went by so quickly, and afterward, we had a brief moment alone in the 
priest's office before we had to return to the church for pictures. It was such a special 
moment where we just held hand and repeated that we were married. I'd missed him so 
much that day, and I knew it felt so right to be married to this man - a feeling I had never 
experienced before in my life. 

I don't really have anything else to say right now about this experience. I guess I more 
fully understand the need for rituals and traditions like weddings, baptisms, funerals, 
graduations, etc. There is something incredibly powerful in making a commitment to one 
another in front of a church full of witnesses. I think we need these moments to mark 
these occasions in our lives that are so life-changing. 

Exercise 10 

Voice: 3 Organization: 3 Content: 3 Depth: 2 Total: 11 

When I lived in [COUNTRY], there was a favorite bar of all the university students - the 
Western Star. We all lived up a hill a ways away from the Western Star, which made for 
a long walk after a night of drinking and listening to music. There was a shortcut, a street 
that bypassed the route and cut the distance in half. This shortcut was the private road of 
the hospital. The only problem was the huge gate that was always closed, blocking off 
entrance to the path. I was so proud of myself for climbing over the gate with the boys. 
Of course it probably helped mat I'd had a few drinks and was fueled by liquid courage, 
but I had never been much of a daredevil before. 

When we first brought the puppy home, we realized right away that we were going to 
have to cordon off an area for the kitty and for ourselves. The spare bedroom became the 
cat's room because if we weren't careful, the dog would burst in and eat not only the 
cat's food but also the cat's poop - the kitty was very angry with us for bringing this 
intruder home. By putting up the puppy gate, we tried to create a safe space for the cat. 
The friendly puppy wanted so badly to play with the cat who would only hiss and run 
away. My husband put up the gate to our bedroom, too. He also needed a safe space away 
from the puppy. 
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The summer I lived in [CITY] was the first time I came across exclusive gardens. Our 
room was in a boarding house for international students called Lee Abby. We were in a 
nice part of town - not too far from High Kensington Road and some of the gardens over 
there. The neighborhood we lived in though was mostly residential, and there were 
beautiful gardens. They were walled and gated, however - only to be used by residents 
and off-limits to foreigners and visitors like me. I thought it was such a shame that they 
would lock away the beautiful garden, and make something like flowers and trees and 
benches into an exclusive experience for the rich. 

Exercise 11 

What I know about change has definitely come with the passing years. It's easy to look 
back and pinpoint the critical areas of my life that led me to change and to grow into the 
person who I've become today, and I can only imagine what changes may come in the 
future. When I was younger I was often comfortable in the background, hiding behind my 
sisters and letting my sisters speak for me. My sisters would always stand up for me, and 
it too me much of high school and college to find my own voice. I often struggled with 
standing up for myself and would sometimes develop unhealthy friendships or 
relationships. With time, however, I managed to find and make good true friends, friends 
who supported me and were champions for one another rather than those who tear people 
down. I realized that it's okay to let go of friendships that made me unhappy. I realized 
the importance of dating and loving guys who were kind and thoughtful, mature and self-
aware. Sometimes it takes a while to determine how unhealthy a relationship is and to 
realize the role we assume. 

I've changed mostly as a result of experience. I'm not afraid to follow my intuition and 
with something or someone makes me uncomfortable, it's okay to pay attention to that. 
I've changed by growing more self-aware and cognizant of the dynamics of my 
relationships with my family, my husband, and my friends. It's so important to be honest 
with yourself, and I feel like being in such an intense relationship such as marriage force 
you to really look at yourself. 

I've changed in how I [?] what is beyond my control. This has been more of a recent life 
lesson, but no longer do I believe that I always know what is supposed to happen, and 
when. I've had to recognize the fact that there is much beyond my control, and that's 
okay. I've realized more about how [?] life is and how important it is for me to enjoy 
what I have, who I am, and the moment for what it is. Other changes I've noticed as I've 
grown older - my feelings towards my sisters are deeper, more complex, and more 
honest. Rather than idolizing my older sisters, I'm aware of just how human she is. 
I used to be much more rigid in how I saw the world and people, but now I'm more aware 
of how limiting that perspective can be. I've become more empathetic to others but also 
better able to let go of the things that upset me that are beyond my control. 
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Seeing newly graduated graduate students and their struggles reminds me of how much 
I've grown and changed over the years. I remember how scared I was of the unknown, 
how worried I was about finding a job or meeting the right guy. And I've realized that 
thins I thought weren't working out often turned out to be good for me. 

These past few months when I see my oldest sister struggle and be resentful towards us, I 
keep feeling sad for her because she is so consumed by her thoughts and her limited 
perspective. [NAME]'s words keep coming back to me: "you make your own fun, you 
make your own fun." 

I feel like his wise words can be applied to so many - if not all aspects of life. It may be 
simplistic or cliched, but it is really up to each individual in how a person views or enjoys 
his or her own life. I know change is inevitable, and is oftentimes painful, but I've come 
to believe it is the best thing for us. It's good to be uncomfortable. It's good to have 
things not go according to our plans. I'm trying, each and every day, to enjoy life for 
what it is rather than try to anticipate or control life's events. The more I am in the 
present, the more self-realized I am. And it makes me a better person, a better daughter, a 
better sister, wife, employee, cat mother, friend, citizen of the world. 



APPENDIX K 

WRITING EXERCISE RUBRIC 

The following rubric is used to evaluate the effectiveness of biblically-based writing 
exercises in helping participants write about and reflect on their own life stories of 
change. The writings are measured using the categories on the left side. The numbers 
across the top represent levels of effectiveness. 
4 - Very Effective 3 - Effective 2 - Somewhat effective 1 - Not effective 

CATEGORY 
Voice 

Strong, clear 
narrative voice 
describing 
personal event. 

Organization 

Clear 
beginning, 
middle and end. 
Content 

Focused on 
personal event 
ofchange. 

Depth 

Reflections 
evident with 
statement of 
new insight(s). 

4 
Written about a 
personal event, 
with narrator's 
thoughts and/or 
feelings. 

Clear 
beginning, 
middle and end, 
with connection 
points. 
Clearly tells 
personal 
experience of 
change, with 
details and 
elaboration. 

Narrator's 
thoughts and 
reflections 
apparent 
throughout, 
with clear 
articulation of 
new insight. 

3 
Written about a 
personal event. 

Contains 
beginning, 
middle and end. 

Tells personal 
experience of 
change. 

Contains 
reflection with 
new insight. 

2 
Partially written 
about personal 
event. At some 
point shifts 
away from 
story. 

May contain a 
beginning or an 
end. 

Partially 
addresses 
personal 
experience of 
change. At 
some point 
shifts away 
from 
instructions. 
Contains some 
reflections but 
no apparent 
new insight. 

1 
Is not written 
about a 
personal event 
Too short to 
evaluate. 

Does not have a 
beginning, 
middle, and 
end. Too short 
to evaluate. 
Does not 
address 
personal 
experience of 
change. Too 
short to 
evaluate. 

Does not 
contain 
reflections 
related to story. 
Too short to 
evaluate. 
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APPENDIX L 

WRITING EXERCISE RUBRIC RESULTS 

The following scores for each story are based on the Writing Exercise Rubric. "P" stands 
for participant in each table. Participants were assigned random numbers before the 
workshop began. These numbers are indicated alongside "P" in the left hand column. 
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APPENDIX M 

WRITING WORKSHOP INVITATION 

Hi, 

I wanted to invite you to attend a retreat at my family's lake house in Chattanooga, Tenn., 
(see attached photo; two hour drive) the weekend of May 21-22. Aside from bringing 
with you a few snacks and beverages, the retreat will be completely free! There will be 6 
to 8 other women in their 20s-30s to attending as well. 

The goal of the retreat is to provide a space for talking about and reflecting on change in 
our lives — from changing hairstyles to growing older to new relationships. And since 
we'll be at a beautiful location, the retreat will also have plenty of space for relaxing and 
having fun. 

This two-day retreat is an important part of the thesis project for my doctor of ministry 
degree. I've tried to provide some basic information about the retreat and project below. 
Please feel free to ask me any additional questions. Or, if you know someone else that 
might like to attend, please let me know and/or invite them to attend as well. 

Because this retreat is tied into my degree, I do need to have firm confirmation if you 
want to attend by April 1. 

Hope you'll come, 
Patricia 

"Failure is not fatal, but failure to change might be." 
-John Wooden, legendary UCLA basketball coach 

"Maybe you can't change a man, but once in a blue moon, you can change a woman." 
- Carrie Bradshaw, Sex and the City 

Retreat 
The retreat will begin at 10 a.m. on Saturday and end by 5 p.m. on Sunday. The lake 
house is a 4-bedroom sprawling ranch with plenty of beds and space. 
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Prior to the retreat, everyone will be asked to read Ruth from the Bible (it's a short, 4-
page story). The retreat will not be set up as a Bible study, but the stories of women in 
Ruth will serve as inspiration for us to reflect on our own lives. 

The retreat will have four sessions, each one featuring an improv exercise to stimulate 
creativity and two to three writing exercises. The writing exercises are ones I have 
created. They are designed for anyone to use - you don't have to be a professional writer 
or an expert on Ruth. I'll give you some guidelines for the exercises that will make them 
easy to use — like giving you a recipe for banana bread. 

The exercises are designed to prompt you to think about instances of change in your own 
life — they might be humorous stories, heartfelt moments, recent events or childhood 
memories. You'll determine what you write about. You'll also be invited to share what 
you've written with others at the retreat (you certainly don't have to, but sharing is a 
good way to reflect). 

* A week or so prior to the retreat, we '11 have an informal gathering at my house to get to 
know each other. I'll answer any questions you might have about Ruth, writing exercises 
or the project. You '11 need to make plans to attend this as well. 

Thesis Project 
The goal of my thesis project is to determine whether the writing exercises I created are 
helpful to people. You'll help me make this determination by answering some survey 
questions. 

Before the retreat, I'll ask you to fill out a short, multiple choice, two-page survey with 
questions such as, "how would you rate your writing skills?" After the workshop, there 
will be another two-page survey with question such as, "what part of the retreat was 
helpful?" I'll also conduct one-on-one interviews with everyone after the retreat. There 
will be just 5 questions, such as "did you learn anything from the workshop?" All your 
answers will be kept confidential and reviewed only by me. 

After the retreat, as I write my thesis paper, I'll use your feedback about the writing 
exercises. I also may use excerpts or part of your writing from the retreat in the paper. 
Your name will not be used, and I'll remove any other personal information. 



APPENDIX N 

WRITING WORKSHOP SCHEDULE 

Saturday, May 21 

Arrivals 

Breakfast provided 

10 a.m. - Noon: Session I 

Lunch provided 

Noon- 4 p.m.: Afternoon free time 

4 - 6p.m.: Session II 

Dinner provided 

Evening free time 

Sunday, May 22 

Breakfast provided 

10 a.m. -Noon: Session III 

Lunch provided 

1:30-3:30p.m. - Session IV 

3:30-4p.m. - Reflection and feedback on retreat 

Depart 
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APPENDIX 0 

RUTH STUDY QUESTIONS 

Things to think about while reading Ruth: 

Try reading the story through once just to get a sense of it. Then, read it again and think 
about some of the questions below. Read it like you would any other story - a letter from 
a friend, a novel or short story for a book club, etc. 

What are the things the author of the story doesn't tell us? 

What gaps in the story would you like to fill in? For example, what the characters are 
thinking? Their motivations? Their decisions? The culture in which they live? Their 
relationships? 

What phrases did you love? Did any make you cringe? 

Note instances of change the story - ones that happen to the characters and ones that the 
characters create. 

At what moments do you like the characters? At what moments do you not? 

What characters or parts of the story did you identify with, if any? 
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APPENDIX P 

PARTICIPANT INFORMED CONSENT FORM 

McAfee School of Theology 
Mercer University 

3001 Mercer University Drive 
Atlanta, Georgia 30341 

You are being asked to participate in a research study. Before you give your consent to 
participate, it is important that you read the following information and ask as many 
questions as necessary to be sure that you will understand what you will be asked to do. 

Investigator 

The investigator for this research study is Patricia Heys, communications manager at the 
Cooperative Baptist Fellowship, and a student in the Doctor of Ministry program at the 
McAfee School of Theology. Her phone number is 404-634-3577 and her e-mail address 
is pfheys@gmail.com. 

Purpose of the Research 

This research study is designed to test the effectiveness of creative writing exercises 
based on the book of Ruth as tools for helping people recognize the holy in their lives. 
The results of this study will be included in the investigator's Doctor of Ministry project. 

Potential Risks or Discomforts 

During the writing workshop, participants will be invited to share what they have written 
with other participants. There is a risk that other participants might express judgment of 
the writer or writings. This is the only foreseeable risk associated with the study. 

Potential Benefits of the Research 

By participating in the workshop, you will likely learn more about the book of Ruth, and 
further develop your writing skills. You will also play an active role in helping to 
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determine the effectiveness of biblically-based writing exercises as potential vehicles for 
people to write about, reflect on, and learn from their lives. 

Confidentiality and Data Storage 

Your participation in this study involves filling out a survey prior to and after the writing 
workshop. These will be collected and read by the investigator. 

Your participation also involves answering interview questions in a group setting 
immediately after the workshop, then answering interview questions one-on-one with the 
investigator approximately two weeks after the workshop. These interviews will be taped 
but will be reviewed only by the investigator. 

Finally, your participation involves completing a series of writing exercises during the 
workshop. You will be invited, but not required, to share your writings with other 
participants. The investigator will collect and read the writings. And, using a writing 
rubric, the investigator will seek to evaluate the effectiveness of the exercises. 

The findings in this study may be published, including data collected from the survey, 
anything you say during the interviews, and your writings from the exercises. Your name 
will not be published. Personal identifying information will not be published. 

All records will be kept in a locked file by the researcher for three years. 

Participation and Withdrawal 

Participation in this research project is voluntary. As a research subject you may refuse to 
participate at anytime. To withdraw from the study, simply indicate so to the investigator. 

Questions about the Research 

Mercer University's Institutional Review Board has approved this project. If you believe 
there is any infringement upon your rights as a research subject, you may contact the 
Chair of the Institutional Review board at (478) 301-4101. 

Your Signature: 

Date: 

Principal Investigator Signature: 

Date: 
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