We Called Ourselves Voices

A Meditation on Lifting Women’s Voices

By Margaret Rose

In the Beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. (John 1:1)


The writer of John’s gospel knew that words were important, at the heart of Jesus becoming flesh. The essence of incarnation – the core of being human – was Jesus’ ability to be Word, to have words, to speak and engage in conversation with God’s creatures. For us – women and men made in God’s image – the ability to exchange words, to have voices is our own vital connection to God, one another, and the world in which we live. When our voices are denied, so also is a vital part of what makes us human beings.

Many of us have known the feeling of being silenced, not by choice or the desire for solitude, but rather because our voices were not welcome, our words misunderstood or perceived as unimportant. Fortunately, many of us have also known the empowerment that comes when we find our voice, when our words are received with grace and blessing even though they’re difficult to hear.

My own experience of both silencing and empowerment came some twenty-eight years ago, when, as a new priest, I signed up for the annual Lenten clergy retreat. There were five women that year among the forty-five attendees, and we looked forward to a time of prayer, bible study, and conversation, sharing the joys and struggles in our experience of newly ordained ministry. Unlike our male colleagues, we worked some distance from one another, and we did not often have the chance to speak together in person. 
But nobody told us that this Lenten gathering was a silent retreat. Had we forgotten to read between the lines, or were we simply too new to realize that the tradition of silent retreats during Lent was an ancient one? Unwittingly, the retreat became an occasion to silence the women. It felt as though the men wanted to ensure that our voices did not rock the boat. In a patriarchal church, where women’s voices were often quieted, the ancient tradition of deep and silent prayer was not the grace it might have been. Rather than nourishing us, the retreat seemed an oppressive indictment to deeper silence.

Desperate to share words, we women organized, whispering quietly in our rooms. We negotiated with the leaders, sought approval from the bishop, and arranged to claim space and time to speak. In the dialogue, we all came to a greater understanding that there’s a time for speech as well as silence – even during Lent. Opening their eyes and ears to the women’s voices, our brother’s came to a deeper knowledge of Jesus as Word – and we did too. Offered the space to speak that Word, we were able also to be silent in listening to it.

We can afford to be silent when we are in power, knowing that privilege protects. But true silence requires safety: We who needed to speak at the retreat, as well as our male clergy colleagues, began to understand this. There could be no true silence if there were not also the power to speak. In the years that followed, the growing number of women clergy in our diocese continued to meet, pray, and encourage one another in our work. We called ourselves Voices – not one voice but many – for we knew that the Word who is Jesus is expressed in a multitude of ways.
For myself, as time passed, I served parishes as a community organizer, urban missioner, rector, and in our church’s headquarters as Director of Women’s Ministries and now Mission leadership. And I have appreciated many a silent retreat. But that first one, where the women “lifted their voices” and the men were able to hear, was transformative. Our prayers, silent and spoken, drew us to the heart of God and bound us together in community to one another and the world.
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