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Special thanks to Jean Burbo, I.H.M. who 

initiated conversations around the idea of a retreat 

for women with cancer and invited me to facilitate such 

a retreat. Her vision and hope, which stems from a 

heart of compassion and her own experience with cancer, 

gave me the courage to say "yes" to the opportunity to 

plan and direct the retreat. Thanks Jean! 

"The gift of life, God's special gift, is no less 

beautiful when it is accompanied by illness, or weakness, 

hunger, or poverty, mental or physical handicaps, 

loneliness or old age. Indeed, at these times, human 

life gains extra splendor as it requires our special 

care, concern and reverence. It is in and through the 

weakness of human vessels that the Lord continues to 

reveal the power of His love." 

Cardinal Terence Cooke, 1983  
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WOMEN WITH CANCER 

The word cancer, for most people, evokes a variety 

of deep feelings. Statistics from the American Cancer 

Society indicate seventy six million Americans living 

today will eventually be diagnosed with cancer. Three 

of every four families will have a member who has 

cancer. Most people are acquainted with others who 

have survived cancer and those who have died of the 

disease. Cancer touches all of us directly or 

indirectly. 

The diagnosis of cancer is not gender specific 

women are affected in special ways. Women are more 

likely to be diagnosed with breast cancer than men. 

According to current American Cancer Society 

statistics, one in nine women will be diagnosed with 

breast cancer in their lifetime. Those with ovarian 

cancer face a poor prognosis in terms of life 

expectancy. Annually, numerous women are diagnosed 

with cervical, lung, and other cancers. 

The diagnosis of cancer, it's treatment and/or 

non-treatment can throw everyday activities and 

relationships of life into turmoil for the individual. 

The physical effects of cancer are the main focus of 

treatment by the medical community, while the emotional  
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and spiritual concerns are often not addressed with the 

same intensity, if at all. The spiritual realities of 

facing cancer are usually ignored yet it is a crucial 

component of a complex reality. The search for meaning 

and understanding of disease and suffering in one's 

life journey can be complex and demanding. Those who: 

are diagnosed with cancer usually face an intense inner 

struggle with very few avenues for expression of one's 

deepest fears, hopes, and concerns. For many this is a 

lonely inner journey. Mother Teresa of Calcutta states 

that this type of loneliness is the greatest of all 

diseases. 

Some of the factors contributing to the complexity 

and loneliness of the inner journey are new situations 

and often new emotional reactions to those situations. 

These emotional reactions can sometimes be surprising 

and confusing. Ongoing life and cancer related 

decisions must be made in the midst of these intense 

feelings. There are also the demands of adjusting to 

schedule, time, and financial changes. The dynamics of 

grief and loss issues can tug and pull at one's 

emotional stability and at one's ability to cope 

throughout the experience. Another facet of the 

complex emotional strain is the shift one often 

experiences in significant relationships as each person 

adjusts to the demands of cancer diagnosis, to the 

treatment, and to living through the eventual outcome 

of the diagnosis.  
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Possibly the greatest factor in the emotional 

strain and sense of human "aloneness" can be described 

as spiritual doubt and it is frightening to have one's 

spiritual security shaken. An individual is often 

faced with the invitation to grow in a deeper and more 

mature faith when faced with life's most troubling 

changes and challenges. The admonition to "let go and 

let God" succinctly describes the call to let go of 

less mature, and yet more familiar, images of God in 

order to grasp and grow in relationship with a God who 

loves and cares in the present crisis. This is an 

important process of growing in faith. 

Due to the impact of cancer on the whole person 

and her relationships, where does a woman turn for 

intimate, mutual sharing and understanding? 

Psychclogist Jerome D. Franks says: "Intimate sharing 

of feelings, ideas and experience in an atmosphere of 

mutual respect and understanding enhances self respect, 

deepens self-understanding and helps a person live with 

others. Such an experience can be helpful to persons 

at any level of lllness or health.” Can the Body of 

Christ more effectively and intentionally minister to 

those who have cancer? How can the church wash the 

feet of those with cancer? Can we risk ourselves to 

truly struggle along with them on the inner journey? 

Can we accept one another's fears, doubts, hopes, joys 

etc? Can we pray together for specific needs? This  
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concern for the person with cancer speaks to the very 

heart of pastoral theology and invites a response. 

Ultimately, we as Christ's body are called to be 

vessels of God's healing and love to those who are in 

need. We are to carry on the saving work of Jesus 

through the Holy Spirit. 

 



A RETREAT DESIGN FOR WOMEN WITH CANCER AND THEIR FRIENDS 

In order to respond to this perceived need of 

women with cancer, a one day retreat was designed for 

them and their female friends who had taken supportive 

roles. 

The retreat is specifically designed for women in 

order to provide for the intimacy so necessary for the 

type of caring and self revelation indicated by the 

concern. The model recognizes that women may come to 

the retreat with varying degrees of ability to share 

and talk depending on their nature and their emotional 

availability and spiritual awareness at the time of the 

retreat. One of the foundations of the retreat is the 

mutual respect of the individual and her reactions and 

feelings as expressed throughout the day. While the 

invitation to express oneself is evident, an equal 

invitation is given to come alone and be still with 

one's God (Psalm 46). 

The retreat model has a horizontal and a vertical 

dimension where God's transforming love may be 

experienced. The horizontal dimension invites the 

individuals to interact in such a way as to be channels 

of God's grace. There are opportunities for brief 
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presentations and dialogues around those presentations. 

It is at these times where the facilitator has an inner 

agenda of inviting participants to theologically 

reflect and integrate their experience of cancer with 

their experience of Church, culture, scripture, and 

relationship with God. There are also open-ended times 

where one may choose interaction with others. 

The vertical dimension and opportunities to 

experience the supernatural power of God are scattered 

throughout the retreat plan. There are a variety of 

prayer experiences offered with a brief teaching on 

some of the possible tools of prayer. Individuals are 

given several opportunities to pray as they wish or as 

they are accustomed. The day concludes with a group 

prayer experience in the chapel. 

Robert Leslie states: "It is rather ironical that 

the church is often the last place where people talk 

with freedom and openness about the concerns that touch 

them deepest." This retreat is designed to offer women 

with cancer and their closest friends such a safe place 

where they may feel accepted and loved by others and 

their God. 

There is a basic plan for the retreat, yet there 

is individual and group freedom. Much of the direction 

of the retreat will be dependent upon the needs of the 

participants. Flexibility, discernment, and an 

openness to the movement of the Holy Spirit in group 

process is an important component of the retreat  
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The overall goal of the retreat is to 

intentionally provide an accepting place and space 

where women with cancer and their significant support 

persons may come for prayer and to give and receive 

mutual understanding and support. The ultimate goal 

can be summed up in the words of Thomas Merton, "It is 

only when you find your true self that you truly find 

God." The ultimate goal of the retreat is to provide a 

place and space where one may find God. 

The schedule below reflects the overall goal and 

attempts to address the perceived inner needs of the 

participants. 

9:00 ARRIVAL 

The atmosphere is non-structured and informal. 

Participants are greeted warmly. Each completes a name 

tag. Coffee and doughnuts are offered. Participants 

are free to explore the facility and/or informally meet 

one another. 

9:15 - 9:45 TALK ONE 

This talk is self-revealing in nature to set an 

example of sharing and to demonstrate acceptance of 

one's experience. The talk centers on a faith 

experience of the facilitator and reveals the depth and  
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emotions of the struggle along with the process of 

growth in faith. 

Some of the main ideas incorporated in this first 

are: 

1) God cares deeply about the individual 

2) Problem encountered 

3) One's greatest fears in the situation 

Coping Skills (How has God met me?) 

Life as a journey 

God communicates through others (Community) 

Faith (Believing without fully understanding) 

9:45-10:30 REFLECTIONS OF PARTICIPANTS 

Participants are invited to share their 

reflections on the following questions: 

1) What helps you cope with cancer and 

effects? 

2) How has your experience with cancer 

your life? 

3) What has been frightening to you or 

frightening to you in your disease? 

4) What has been or where is your relationship 

with God? 

This discussion takes place immediately following 

the first talk. Only the first question is asked to 

provide a springboard for discussion. The other  
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questions are part of the inner agenda of the 

facilitator if the discussion does not address those 

components suggested in questions two through four. 

Since the participants probably do not know one 

another, it is expected that the participants will use 

this time to tell their stories and also to talk about 

what helps them to cope. 

It is important during the telling of one's story 

that all feelings, thoughts, and ideas expressed will 

be accepted as a normal and natural response to the 

situation. Acceptance as modeled by the leader will be 

an example for self-acceptance and mutual understanding 

of the individuality of responses. 

It may be necessary to directly address the need 

to respect the individuality of each person and her 

place on her journey. The participants may have 

different perspectives, motives, and feelings but it is 

important that there is acceptance and safety in 

voicing even the most frightening and/or hope-filled 

areas of one's story. 

10:30. - 10:45 BREAK 

10:45 - 11:15 TALK TWO 

This talk is primarily a teaching on prayer and 

the various postures/means by which a person may pray. 

Examples of the following in relationship to 

prayer are given:  
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1) Journal - One may wish to record the inner 

stirrings of the spirit and the message of the Holy 

Spirit as form of prayer. 

2) Prayer jar - Petition and thanksgiving are two 

commonly held points of an active prayer life. An 

activity to enhance the prayer of petition or 

thanksgiving is by placing the prayer, which is written 

on a piece of paper, into a prayer jar or container. 

The action of placing the petitions in the jar 

symbolizes the reality of placing the concern in the 

hands of God. If possible the prayer jar can be placed 

on an altar or other designated place of prayer. 

3) Music - Words and melody combine to express 

the thoughts of the heart. 

4) Art - Paints, chalk and other art mediums are 

usually not used in expressions of prayer. However, 

art often expresses the inner person and moves beyond 

the limitations of words. Even common doodling may be 

an expression of prayer. 

5) Nature - Walks in nature and taking time to 

observe in wonder all of God's creation is prayer. 

6) Scripture - God's word is alive for our lives 

today. 

7) Books - Reading can often give insight into 

our situation and the ways of God. 

8) Rosary - Traditional prayer forms are gifts of 

Cod to the Church and often bring the comfort of form 

to our prayer.  
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9) Stones - Moving stones from one basket to 

another can represent the intentional "letting go" of 

the burdens a person carries. Moving stones from one 

basket to another can also represent the willingness to 

forgive another or oneself. 

Examples of personal experience using the various 

means of prayer may be given during the talk. The 

individuality of prayer forms is respected and 

validated, which is consistent with the essence of the 

retreat. 

11:15 '- 12:15 PRAYER TIME 

Participants are invited to spend an hour in 

prayer or in another activity of choice. Scripture, 

books, materials for artistic expression and many other 

tools for prayer are provided. The hour begins with 

the group singing "Be Still and Know That I Am God" 

(Appendix 2). 

12:00 - 1:00 LUNCH 

Participants are encouraged to visit with one 

another while sharing a meal. 

1:00 - 1:45 ALMOST HOME 

This is the portion of the retreat which most 

directly addresses the interaction of one's culture and 

faith. Almost Home is a video tape which depicts  



12 

Sister Thea Bowman's response to her diagnosis of 

cancer. The video is an open, reflective, honest, 

faith response of one woman's journey with cancer. The 

story also addresses terminal illness and facing death. 

After showing the tape, participants are invited to 

share their response in light of Sister Thea's journey. 

Although the group determines the agenda of this 

discussion, the facilitator also has an inner agenda of 

pointing out the ways in which Sister Thea's faith 

response is integrated with her life as experienced in 

her culture, Church, and faith journey. 

1:45 42:10 “PRIVATE TIME 

Time is provided for individuals to spend as they 

wish before the closing chapel prayer. They are 

encouraged to spend the time in reflection of the day 

and how God has interacted with them during the day. 

Each person is also asked to bring a twig to the chapel 

service. 

2:10 - 2:30 CHAPEL AND EVALUATION 

Participants are invited to sing a very simple 

song entitled "Shared Journey". The song affirms the 

value of a caring community. After reading the 

scripture of the woman with the hemorrhage, the leader 

leads a short meditation on the twig which the 

participant has brought to the service. The meditation  
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invites one to put aside doubts, fears, and 

hopelessness and, as the woman in the scriptures, reach 

for Jesus. They are also invited to privately name 

those things in life which tend to separate them from 

receiving the love of God. Through a ritual and as a 

sign of the reality of the day's events, the 

participants then exchange the twig for new life which 

is represented by a flower. There is a short 

meditation centered around the flower each person holds 

in her hand. The service concludes with a sign of 

peace. 

An evaluation is given to each participant. They 

are encouraged to complete it and leave it at a 

designated area before leaving the retreat center. 

 



EVALUATION DESIGN AND PARTICIPANTS' RESPONSES 

The retreat was held in April 1991 at a diocesan 

retreat center surrounded by woods and with several 

walking paths. Fourteen women attended the retreat. 

Twelve women had been diagnosed with cancer and were in 

various stages of treatment. Some of these women had 

been cancer survivors for several years. Two of the 

participants were supportive persons for members of 

their family who had cancer. 

An evaluation was given to the participants at the 

conclusion of the retreat. The evaluation was in the 

written interview form and it consisted of the 

following questions: 

How did the retreat meet your needs? 

What parts were most meaningful? 

Would you recommend this retreat for others? 

Comments: 

This evaluation is intentionally open-ended to 

facilitate participants responding from their inner 

person. This method enables the facilitator to gain 

insight into the affect of the retreat experience. 

The following is a compilation of the responses on 

evaluation forms returned by the participants. Please 

14  



15 

note that the evaluations were copied exactly as 

written with no correction made for grammar, spelling, 

or punctuation. 

HOW WELL DID THE RETREAT MEET YOUR NEEDS? 

Each of us came with individual needs; yet one of 

the most important aspects of the retreat for me was 

the sense of community and shared experience. 

Special events such as this, especially those 

based on faith, help us to see beyond our immediate 

pain to the broad horizons of our Creator's care. 

It help me to understand what God will is to 

accept the things I cannot change, the wisdom to know 

I needed a day for getting in touch with myself - 

time away from everyday activities and 

responsibilities. I would like this type of retreat on 

a more regular basis. 

Being with others of similar experience good. The 

sharing in morning helped me get in touch with 

feelings, helped me to cry. 

This was so helpful not only in helping me deal 

with cancer in my life, but with other problems which 

had become like a cancer and not allowing me to live 

until I die! 

Excellent 

It helped me a lot to hear how the ladies feel 

about ca. and how they dealt with it.  
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Very well - I didn't thing I had any needs but it 

was very meaningful to hear others share and to share 

my own thoughts in response. 

It was wonderful, refreshing day meeting my needs 

of today 

I really didn't know what to escpect - came open - 

now at the end I feel nourished, I feel refreshed - 

I've also learnt. 

Very well. It was a different experience - in 

response to my cancer, I no longer feel depressed, etc. 

WHAT PARTS WERE THE MOST MEANINGFUL? 

I expected more emotion - more tears - but was 

blessed with a day of peace. Can the swings be the 

most "meaningful" part of a retreat? I hope so; they 

were! Lift your feet off the ground and float free. 

The film was very moving but watching others react to 

Sister was even more important. (Sorry, teachers can't 

seem to simply watch a film without scanning the 

viewers, too.) 

The conversation that I had with the other ladies 

sharing their experience. 

Sharing time was most meaningful. Listening to 

the fears, hopes, faiths of other Christian women is 

very inspiring and reassuring to me. 

The quiet hour following the morning sharing. 

This was the time when I allowed what was inside to 

surface.  
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All parts of the retreat touch a part of me which 

helped so much! 

All but chapel at end of day 

- Music - sharing - openness - the feeling of 

community so badly needed in our society 

Hear others share and to share my own thoughts in 

response. 

- The sharing - listening to others and finding out 

we all have so many of the same feelings of doubt, 

love, trust, etcC 

I loved the prayer times - different forms 

The tape, and the talking about similar 

experiences re cancer, fear of death, etc 

WOULD YOU RECOMMEND THIS RETREAT FOR OTHERS? 

There has to be an individual decision to take 

this step. I'm torn between sincerely wishing everyone 

could participate and knowing that if the group gets 

too big, some of the effect will be lost. I would 

strongly encourage more retreats. 

Yes 

- During the retreat I found myself wishing friends 

at work who have survived cancer themselves or have had 

family members with cancer to support would have been 

here with us. 

- I would recommend it especially to my nursing 

friends who spend so much of their time with people 

facing cancer.  



Yes 

Yes - Yes a thousand yes 

Yes 

Yes very highly 

Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Definitely 

Very much so 

Yes 

OTHER COMMENTS: 

Thank you for your ministry! Bless you for your 

friendship! 

I'm so glad that the Lord made it possible for me 

to attend this retreat it help me a lot. 

Well planned day. Gentle, sensitive, 

non-intrusive. Thanks. 

God Bless you as you reach out to others and you 

make a difference in our lives! Love you. 

This is my first time and if all retreats are as 

enlighting and helpful as this one I could attend one 

at least every month. 

I so wish this could be more publicized especially 

to people like hospice volunteers 

Lunch was just right 

breaks for conversation or being alone were nice 

Video was worth repeating 

Size of group - perfect 

Met and got to know some very nice people  
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As always this holy place provides the atmosphere 

to close out the rest of the world and concentrate on 

inner feelings. Here it is not so threatening to take 

some things out and examine them, think things through 

and come to decisions. 

Thanks! 

Another component of the evaluation process is a 

follow-up pastoral phone call four weeks following the 

retreat. At least a third of the participants are 

called to express continued care and assurance of 

prayer since the retreat. Any mention of the effects 

and affects of the retreat are noted. However, the 

phone call does not intentionally address evaluation of 

the retreat. 

Ten of the participants were contacted by phone at 

the beginning of June 1991. The call was pastoral in 

purpose and nature. The participants seemed to enter 

into conversation freely and openly. The content of 

the conversations varied widely. The general areas of 

conversation were: 

-Physical concerns - 3 persons 

-Spiritual journey since the retreat - 4 persons 

-Sharing of emotions - 6 persons 

-Reflection on the retreat experience especially 

the highlights - 4 persons 

-Request for another retreat- 5 persons 

-Reporting of life activities - 6 persons  



REFLECTIONS ON RETREAT DESIGN, IMPLEMENTATION, AND EVALUATION 

The retreat design, its implementation and the 

process of evaluation is built upon the primary 

principle of the need for indepth relationships in our 

lives. The need for a relationship with God was 

described as restlessness by St. Augustine. Mother 

Teresa of Calcutta speaks of the greatest disease of 

loneliness. The experience of the retreat and the 

evaluation affirms this restlessness and loneliness and 

also the value of indepth relationships in our lives. 

Two components of relationships of depth are the 

art of listening and the value of telling one's story. 

The process of designing the retreat included many 

hours of listening to women with cancer as part of 

ministry in the hospital. I experienced Christ's 

presence as a sacramental reality by listening to 

stories of one's greatest hopes and fears, dreams lost 

and those realized, regrets and triumphs. The 

scripture, "Where two or three are gathered in my name, 

there am I in the midst of them" is tangible as we 

trust that God is indeed involved in our conversation 

and in our lives (Matt 18:20). 

The community of women who gathered for the 

retreat were a sacramental reality to one another. 
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Individually and as the Body of Christ, they incarnated 

the love and ministry of Christ. Together they cried, 

laughed, listened, clarified, prayed, and shared their 

innermost fears and hopes. 

One specific example of a sacramental encounter 

was the assurance received by a lady who had been 

recently diagnosed with breast cancer. The women who 

listened to her feelings and fears also assured her 

that her emotions were valid and normal. Although they 

could not assure her that she would physically recover, 

they helped to carry her burden of initial shock and 

sense of 10ss. 

Another example of a sacramental encounter was a 

woman who experienced the value of acceptance. She had 

decided to stop taking medical tests when there were 

possible indications that the cancer had returned. She 

felt that if she knew that the cancer had returned, her 

hope would disappear. She experienced acceptance 

because her decision was not challenged by those who 

were in the same situation or living with recurrent 

cancer. Through the process of the retreat, others 

accepting her, and by hearing the faith stories of 

those facing a variety of situations, this lady 

received a new definition of hope. She also found the 

courage to return to her doctor. 

Jesus displayed this type of unconditional 

acceptance on numerous occasions as is shown in the  
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scriptures. A few notable examples are the woman at 

the well (John 4) and the tax collectors with whom He 

visited and ate with in their homes (Luke 19:1-10). 

While Jesus accepted them on their journey, He also 

invited them by His loving presence and actions to 

respond in faith to a life of grace in God. Many 

persons in the scriptures had a change of heart and 

decided to follow Christ and live different lives. 

Other than the evidence of a change of mind for 

the lady who had stopped taking medical tests, it is 

difficult to objectively determine how lives were 

directly changed as a result of encountering Christ in 

one another at the retreat. The written interview at 

the end of the retreat reveal that some of the women 

felt refreshed and nourished. Some reported feelings 

cf peace and a sense of community. Quantifying these 

feelings and any subsequent changes is almost 

impossible. However, based on the dynamics in 

relationship, the phone calls made a few weeks after 

the retreat indicate a change. All of the phone calls 

were positive. The conversation moved quickly from 

surface discussion to more in-depth agendas and 

concerns. The subjective view of this facilitator is 

that this is evidence of a trusting and caring 

relationship which had begun during the retreat. Each 

relationship had grown from one of initial meeting to 

one of intimate sharing. Several women reported that  
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they had also remained in contact with some of the 

women they had met on the retreat. This was yet 

another sign that perhaps the "disease of loneliness" 

was being treated by the growth of a meaningful 

relationship. 

The previous discussion has presented a reflection 

on the horizontal dimension of the retreat where God's 

transforming love is found in relationships with 

others. The vertical dimension, where God's love is 

encountered supernaturally, is dynamically and totally 

integrated with the horizontal dimension. It is often 

in relationship with others and in finding our true 

selves that we find God. The following discussion will 

more directly address the vertical dimension where 

one's relationship with God is described in terms of 

faith. 

Why do we need faith? Why does faith seem to 

become more valuable for some persons when they are 

diagnosed with cancer? Why are our hearts restless 

until they rest in God? A portion of the answers for 

women with cancer represent a response to the negative 

influences within our culture. 

The society within our culture has been described 

as a death-denying one. The suffering and ill are 

often marginalized while the young, slim, and beautiful 

are worshipped. As in John 3:2 with the man who was 

born blind, similarly some of the women have openly  
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heard or perhaps wondered what they "did to deserve 

cancer". We live primarily in a world of consequences 

where for every negative effect, there must be a cause 

or someone to blame. 

We also live in a medical world where the 

relationship between physician and patient is 

frequently paternalistic rather than one of 

collaboration and cooperation. Treatments can be very 

invasive and have been described as worse than the 

disease. A common medical nuance is that if medical 

expertise and treatments are available, then they must 

be done. 

Discussions surrounding the value of suffering are 

limited and rare within our culture. Suffering is 

avoided at all cost. This type of cultural milieu 

leads one to wonder who understands and who cares about 

her suffering. God understands suffering, pain, and 

uncertainty. Faith in God often means believing and 

trusting God without fully understanding. 

Many of the retreatants expressed their faith by 

simply coming to the retreat. Just as the woman with a 

hemorrhage reached out to touch the hem of Jesus’ 

garment and found that her faith had healed her, many 

of the women found the acceptance of Jesus and various 

measures of healing through the retreat experience. 

These women came with needs and a measure of faith. 

They were met by Jesus through one another and through 

prayer.  
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Several times during the day, a number of women 

Spoke openly of the reality of their faith and of the 

strength derived from their relationship with Christ. 

The relationship with Christ produced the gift of peace 

to endure a variety of potentially fearful situations 

such as repeated chemotherapy treatments, news that the 

cancer had returned, periodic checkups which threaten 

remission, and news that death is imminent. What they 

attempted to describe was the same peace which Jesus 

had after his struggle and prayer in the garden. He 

continued to face the same situation which was very 

distressing but he was apparently at peace. 

Many of the women described their relationship 

with Christ and the subsequent peace as being nurtured 

by various forms of prayer. Some valued the rich 

ritual prayers of the Church. One woman described the 

comfort and sense of a firm foundation which these 

prayers provided when the "world was crumbling around 

me". Another spoke of the reality of "being myself" 

when she prayed. She continued by saying that Jesus 

cared about her at her "worst and best". 

Although there were various forms of prayer which 

the participants valued, most appeared to be open to 

new prayer forms which were presented during the 

retreat. 

During the time for private and individual 

expressions of prayer, the participants primarily took  
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advantage of the prayer jar (petitions) and stones 

(forgiveness) as visible expressions of their prayer. 

Many were seen taking private walks on the paths at the 

retreat center. 

The participants did not choose to use the various 

art mediums which were offered as possibilities for 

prayer expression. Using art as an individual 

expression of prayer is not commonly experienced by 

many in our culture. Creative expression has proven to 

be helpful for those who experience it. However, the 

use of paints, crayons, and chalk for prayer requires 

explanation and time for exploration. Although this 

form of prayer was explained during the retreat, it was 

not modeled and an inadequate amount of time was 

allocated for exploration of this kind of prayer. The 

availability of this type of prayer expression is 

important for those who come to the retreat valuing the 

use of various art mediums. It is also important that 

the option be presented as the participants may decide 

to pray through the use of art mediums in the privacy 

of their homes. 

Another form of prayer which the participants 

experienced during the retreat was music. The two 

songs used were "Be Still" and "Shared Journey" 

(Appendix 2). The participants sang "Be Still" in 

preparation for the private prayer time. The refrain 

of the song is taken from Psalm 46:9 which helps one to  
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center on the love and omnipotence of God in one's 

life. Two of the verses of the song address common 

inner concerns, worries, anxieties, and responses one 

makes out of fear. The other verse calls one to center 

in Christ and respond to the love and voice of God. 

The other song entitled "Shared Journey" served as 

the gathering song for the group prayer experience in 

the chapel. This shared prayer experience at the end 

of the day attempted to capture the essence of the 

retreat experience that day. The words of the song 

address the value of relationships in Christ and the 

experience of sharing one's fears, doubts, hopes, 

dreams, and joys. The song acknowledges that we are on 

a shared journey and only by living in a relationship 

with one another are we able to receive comfort and 

companionship in Christ. The words of the song bring 

closure to the day and move to a more objective 

reflection on the retreat experience. 

The participants came to the day with the common 

experience of cancer in their life and discovered more 

unifying threads of faith and hope which enables them 

to live with cancer. By intentionally sharing their 

journey during the day, they encountered Christ the truth 

teller, the listener, the comforter, the one who 

encouraged; in short, the ultimate lover and creator. 

The shared prayer experience encouraged each 

person to reflect on the healing and the insights which 
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were revealed during the day and to receive, accept, 

and claim them from God as gifts for the journey. 

After the song, the scripture of the woman healed 

from a hemorrhage was read (Luke 8:43-48). The 

participants were affirmed in the way in which they 

reached out to Jesus in faith and were encouraged to 

accept the gift received during the day as a response 

from Christ to their faith. Time was given during the 

shared prayer for individuals to reflect on ways in 

which they were encouraged to "let go" of worries or 

fears and accept the seed of new growth in the way of 

Christ. 

This was primarily accomplished by the 

participants reflecting on the barrenness of a twig 

which they were instructed to bring to the service. 

They were asked to mentally name those things which 

were as barren or empty in their life. As a sign of 

letting go of these things, each participant laid the 

branch on the altar and received a carnation from one 

of the other participants. The carnation represented 

the gift that Christ gave them during the day. 

The gift may have been courage, hope, strength, 

forgiveness, or any number of gifts known only to 

Christ and the retreatant. It is significant that the 

carnation is given to the participant by another 

retreatant because this represents the reality of the 

Body of Christ serving one another throughout the day 

and thus encountering the love of God.  
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The shared prayer experience is concluded with a 

prayer of thanksgiving for the journey. Jesus wanted 

to know the whereabouts of the other nine who were 

healed of leprosy in the gospel of Luke. We followed 

the example of the one who returned to give thanks. 

This shared prayer experience at the end of the 

retreat day integrated the various components of a 

relationship with one's God, neighbor, and self. The 

prayer experience in the chapel captured the essence of 

the retreat day. 

Earlier in the day, the retreatants were shown a 

wonderful example of a person living a full and 

integrated life in God. This model of 'iiving in Christ 

came in the form of a video entitled Almost Hone. The 

video depicts Sister Thea Bowman living in the terminal 

stage of cancer. She presents her experience in the 

midst of her black culture, Catholic Church, vocation, 

and total life story. She speaks of her parents and 

tells stories of several people in her past who 

influenced her life and are inspirations of faith to 

her. The video presents Sister Thea Bowman as a woman 

of faith who accepts her limitations and strives to 

live each day to the glory of God while she is dying. 

In her own words, she addresses the paradox of her 

sorrow in not wanting to die and yet accepting the 

almost certain reality of her terminal illness. 

Through the video and her words, she captures the 

reality of being in the world and yet not of the world.  
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The last discussion of the day was held following 

the video. The participants were able to risk talking 

about those areas which they had not previously shared 

because of Sister Thea Bowman's honest and open 

presentation of herself. The discussion which followed 

was also the most integrated because they were more 

able to voice their own sense of life's paradoxes. 

While Sister Thea set the example of accepting the 

paradoxes of her life, the retreatants were able to 

name some of the paradoxes which they are experiencing. 

Some of these were the sense of being free and yet 

bound, living in a mix of sorrow and joy, hope and 

despair, and peace and restlessness. This discussion 

was the most theologically reflective in that some of 

the participants were able to more objectively talk 

about their experience of cancer within the context of 

their life experiences including cultural influences, 

Church, relationships with others and relationship with 

Christ. 

This discussion was the most meaningful part of 

the retreat for this facilitator because it was a 

concrete and visible sign that God was working within 

these relationships which had formed during the day. 

It was a sign that the overall goal of the retreat had 

been met. The goal to provide an accepting place and 

space where women with cancer and their significant 

support persons could come for prayer and could also  
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give and receive mutual understanding support was 

fulfilled during that last discussion of the day. By 

God's grace, the goal of providing a place and space 

where one may find God was also realized. 

 



APPENDIX 1 

A copy of the flyer used to advertise the retreat 

is shown below. The flyer was distributed at various 

diocesan functions. Other forms of advertising 

included the announcement in the diocesan newspaper, in 

Sunday bulletins, and through personal contact. 

COMING TO CEDARBRAKE RENEWAL CENTER, HWY 317, BELTON, TEXAS 

"A WOMEN'S RETREAT - FOCUS: FACING CANCER" 

  

Tuesday, April 23,1991 - 9:00AM - 2:30PM 

PRESENTER: Judy Hoelscher, Chaplain 

Scott & White Hospital, Temple 

FEE: $15.00 per person (includes lunch) 

REGISTRATION DEADLINE: Apr. 16 OF when full 

TO REGISTER: Call Cedarbrake between 

9am-S5pm weekdays or complete the 

form at the bottom 

This retreat is open to those women who are 

facing or have faced cancer themselves, Or 

are in a supportive role for others. The day 

will include presentations by Judy Hoelscher 

with opportunity for quiet and shared reflection, 

and conclude with a prayer service. 

Please register me for the Tuesday program, April 23,:.:1991 

titled "A Women's Retreat - Focus: Facing Cancer" 

NAME   

ADDRESS   

CITY ZIP 

PHONE ( ) PARISH 

Fee Enclosed: (Checks payable to Cedarbrake) 

Send to: Cedarbrake, P.O. BoX 58, Belton, TX 76513-0058  



APPENDIX 2 

on the following page is a copy of the song sheet 

used by the participants at the retreat. 

Also included as a part of this project is a 

cassette recording of the two songs. 

 



BE STILL - AND KNOW THAT I AM GOD 

Listen to the words that the Master speaks; Listen as He says, "I love you" 

Listen as He calls you to be His child Only in Him will you find peace. 

Be Still - and know that I am God, Be Still and know I care. Be Still - and 
you can hear my voice. Be Still and know I love you. 

Are there fears and worries that rule your life? Do you feel that help will 
never come? Do you know that feeling of being alone? No true friend to help 
you on your way. (Ref) 

3. Are there times that you want to run a-way? Times you don't know where to turn. 

No one wants to lend a helping hand. And in your heart you say, "Where is God?" 

Ref then repeat vs 1 and ref 

SHARED JOURNEY 

Refrain: 

It's a shared journey we're on today 
Walking hand in hand 

A Shared life we're living in Christ 
Together living in His love 

When the sting of death tries to kill 
And fears and doubts surround 

You're here to talk and walk with me 
Together living in Christ's love 

Refrain 

When the tears of living overflow 
the pain and hurt torment 

You're here to hold and comfort me 
Together living in Christ's love 

Refrain 

When the laughter of the moment fills the air 
The joy of His peace abounds 

You're here to rejoice and sing with me 
Together living in Christ's love 

And I praise God 
It's a shared journey we're on 

Walking side by side 

A shared life we're living in Christ 

Together living in His love 

Printed with permission of composer and author - Judy Hoelscher 
; Temple, Texas  
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