

  [image: Cover]




Eloecea

Breaking Free Into Joy


Escaping from Christian Dogmas and Finding Joy in Christ Consciousness





  
    First published by Expanding Consciousness Press 2026

  

  Copyright © 2026 by Eloecea


  
    All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored, or transmitted      in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise without      written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute      it by any other means without permission.

  

  
    Cover Design by Get Covers
Eloecea’s Photograph by Tosha Lobsinger
HOW COULD ANYONE
Words and music by Libby Roderick
c Libby Roderick Music 1990 All rights reserved. Used by permission
From the recordings “How Could Anyone” and “If You See a Dream”
Turtle Island Records, Anchorage, Alaska 
www.libbyroderick.com libbyroderick@gmail.com 


  

  
    First edition

  

  
    
      ISBN: 978-1-0699903-0-3
      
    

  

  

  
    This book was professionally typeset on Reedsy

    Find out more at reedsy.com
  


  
    
      [image: Publisher Logo]
    

  





  To those souls who have experienced and continue to experience

the oppression of religious dogma




And to those souls who have kept the Light of Christ Consciousness

present on earth for this moment of transformation
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  Introduction

  
  




The prevailing pattern of change in the religious landscape of North America is religious disaffiliation, particularly by people who say they were raised Christian but who have stopped identifying with any religion in adulthood.[1] In a 2025 study, it was estimated that 35% of U.S. adults have switched religions since childhood.[2] I am one of those who ‘switched’ out of Christianity, no longer affiliated with any religious tradition…a ‘none’ (those who identify as atheist, agnostic, or “nothing in particular” when asked about their religious affiliation, often choosing “None” or “None of the above” in surveys). 

After growing up in a conservative Protestant Christian family, my adult life was one of searching for More in Christianity, longing for love and a connection with the Divine that was never fully satisfied—and after fifty years, I’d had enough. So, I quit religion…until I found a group of other ‘nones’ who introduced me to a Big Picture and connection with the Divine through my soul—a life that felt more expansive and connected, filled with hope for the future. 

I share my journey to let you know there is a path forward, whether you are still sitting in the pew longing for More or have already ‘switched’. As a retired psychologist and queer person, I know the depression and anxiety, the frustration and hopelessness that can originate in the dogma of most Christian theologies. I have created and lived a path of escaping those old beliefs and finding joy in Christ Consciousness. 

* * *

On my quest, I realized that it was not Christianity itself that led to the suffering and pain I experienced in those first five decades. No, it was the fear-based dogma and doctrine that often drowned out the light and joy I longed to find. The truth is, it is only, ever, always about connection with our soul, with Divine Love. 

Somehow, I always knew there was something missing…I just didn’t know how to find it, and I tried REALLY hard! Fear kept me stuck just as much as misplaced trust kept me trapped. Choosing to follow my soul led to (sometimes terrifying) leaps of faith, but what did I have to lose? What I thought I knew about God wasn’t working. My journey was messy, but eventually I began to open to the limitless possibilities of a new way of living in Christ Consciousness. 

* * *

After I finished writing the first draft of this book, I stopped to feel into what I had written. The nudge to do so came from Evan, my youngest brother, who volunteered to read and edit the rough draft. Although Evan had his own experiences and memories of our family culture and Christian programming, his comments helped me understand what I am asking of you, the reader. I am inviting you to take leaps of faith with me into the unknown, seizing an opportunity to escape from your own Christian dogma and discover More about who you really are.  

As I read through other early readers’ comments, I was hit with a wave of anxiety—some stories I shared were very personal. Maybe they were too personal, too intimate. What would you, the reader, think of my life choices…the experiences that, as a Christian, I myself had judged to be ‘sinful’ or just plain stupid? As I felt the fear, I reminded myself that writing this book was a leap of faith into love, not knowing what to write when I started but knowing it was mine to write. 

And then Evan reached the chapters where I began to explore the Big Picture of Christ Consciousness within a community—a safe space where I could begin to shed the old Christian programming and explore what I had been missing. Yes, it was way ‘out there’. Evan questioned my choices, wondering how I could possibly accept what I was learning and experiencing. He described it as ‘leaving the “normal” world that most of us live in, going to a different, weird, unknown and maybe unhinged place’…and he hadn’t even reached the chapters where I offer higher perspectives on basic Protestant Christian dogma! Was I wrong in my new spiritual understanding? Was I a heretic? Some people might just write me off as crazy, mock me, or start a letter campaign against me—or even send someone after me to do…what? Evan’s comments hit me hard, preparing me for what might be coming, and I am grateful for his willingness to speak his truth in love. 

For a while, I didn’t know what to do with Evan’s concerns. Part of me wondered if he was right. Now I know that it was my soul, that spark of Divine Love within me, that was calling. Igniting and fueling my desire to become the Sacred Fire of Love. Inviting me to discover my truth, the truth that would satisfy my longing, finally set me free from old programming, and offer hope for the future. That was all I needed to continue my quest—to follow that constant desire for connection with Divine Love. All I needed to share the truth of my stories as I learned about the Big Picture. 

* * *

In Breaking Free into Joy, you will read stories from the dark nights of my soul and the highs of experiencing the joy of living as a soul in Christ Consciousness. I do not claim to be a theologian or that this book is a scholarly theological treatise. The higher perspectives that I mention in this book are mine, and my own understanding may shift as I open to the Big Picture in Christ Consciousness. It is an account of my personal journey in Protestant Christianity and spirituality—of how Christian dogma and doctrine affected my experiences and understanding as a psychologist and a queer (LGBTQ+) person. It is an invitation to begin a dialogue among Christians as Martin Luther invited the Christian (Catholic) church in the 16th century into dialogue which led to the Protestant Reformation. And it is a call to you, the reader, to join me on a path to escape the old, find what’s missing in your life, and transform yourself and your reality.




I have found hope in the midst of hopelessness,

help in the midst of helplessness,

calm in the midst of mind-numbing anxiety,

compassion in the midst of

depression and despair.

There is more laughter, love, joy and fulfillment available

in every experience as I continue to let go of old Christian programming 

and open to higher truths of Divine love in Christ Consciousness.







Author’s Note: The organizations and schools I reference exist as do the individuals mentioned throughout. With no intention of shaming or blaming anyone for my choices, I made a good faith effort to share with individuals, organizations, and schools the passages involving them for their comments or concerns. To protect their privacy, I changed the names of most of the individuals mentioned.




[1] Hackett, Conrad, Marcin Stonawski, Yunping Tong, Stephanie Kramer, Anne Fengyan Shi and Dalia Fahmy. 2025. “How the Global Religious Landscape Changed From 2010 to 2020.” Pew Research Center.

[2] Smith, Gregory, Alan Cooperman, Becka Alper, Besheer Mohamed, Chip Rotolo, Patricia Tevington, Justin Nortey, Asta Kallo, Jeff Diamant and Dalia Fahmy. 2025. “Decline of Christianity in the U.S. Has Slowed, May Have Leveled Off.” Pew Research Center.
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Immersed in Christian Dogma
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  My Foundation: Family Culture, Religion, Education

  
  




It never occurred to me to wonder why I was born into this family or even why I was born…at least not consciously. I mean, this was my family and this was my world, end of story—but I’m getting ahead of myself here. I grew up in a farming town of about 1200 people in Iowa. Most were first- or second-generation immigrants from the Netherlands. Mom and Dad, as part of the second-generation, lived through the First World War, the Great Depression, and the Second World War before I showed up.

Dad came home from serving his country in WWII as a local hero with Combat Stress Reaction, now known as Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD). He had been left on the battlefield overnight with life-threatening injuries from artillery shrapnel that tore through his arms, legs, neck, back and eye. The shrapnel had killed several of his buddies and his comrades believed him to be dead as well.

Mom had been experiencing her own fears while Dad was away. Would he survive? What would she do if he didn’t? Even when she knew he had lived through his injuries, what would life be like when he got home? After a long period of hospitalization, Dad came home and they started their family.

* * *

One of the shrapnel fragments had hit Dad’s throat, damaging his vocal cords and windpipe. He still had a tracheotomy tube in his throat several years after he came home and was unable to breathe without it. One night, a small group of Mom and Dad’s friends gathered in a circle in our dining room. Dad coughed and his trachea tube flew out of his throat and onto the floor. Immediately, everyone either froze or fell on the floor trying to find the tube and put it back in his windpipe. Very young, we were in the next room and went to see what was going on. Looking at all those frantic people on their hands and knees scared me, mostly because I was too young to understand what had happened. I just saw all these people doing something really weird and they were scared.

* * *

Those first years were probably a mix of joy and excitement, anxiety and anger, relief and gratitude as Mom and Dad found their way to be together again. It must have been challenging for them as they welcomed all five of us kids in the first seven years. They loved us the best way they knew how, the way they had been raised. There was no time for relaxing as they both worked hard to hold it all together. There was little space for experiencing emotions, so they were ignored. Mom and Dad’s family members offered great support in those years…two aunts (Mom’s sisters), their husbands and children, and both sets of grandparents lived less than two blocks from our house.

This was what I was born into…the foundation that shaped how I understood life: You work hard, obey the rules, don’t let anyone see that you worry, and God would take care of you (as the hymn says). My world was rigidly black and white. I never heard Mom or Dad complain about what their lives had become. It was what it was—a continual test of their faith in God and their human endurance and resilience.

* * *

Baptism as an infant was a sacrament in the Reformed tradition, a way to welcome babies into the church community. After being ‘sprinkled’, the instruction began. We were a two-prayer family—we prayed before AND after each meal. Early on as kids we were taught our own prayers for meals and once a day after a meal, Dad would read an inspirational message. It didn’t matter whether we were in a highchair, sitting on one or two Sears Roebuck catalogues, or sitting in a chair, everyone stayed at the table until the last Amen. And, of course, at night it was ‘Now I lay me down to sleep…’. 

Sundays were for church and over the years I spent a great deal of time there: church services morning and evening, Sunday School, with prayer meetings on Wednesday evenings for the adults. I learned to be quiet during services or else. As I grew up the opportunities increased: There was catechism, choir practice, and eventually Youth Group before the Sunday evening service when we reached high school age. Most of the time it was a relief to get out of the house.

I was being schooled in the Reformed theology, which was deeply rooted in the teachings of John Calvin, a staunchly conservative understanding of Christianity. Mom and Dad prepared us well to learn the church’s dogma and doctrine. If there was something to read, something to memorize, questions to answer, Mom and Dad made sure we were ready for each church class. Sometimes they would quiz us at mealtimes, other times we would be sent to a quiet place in the house to study and they would come check on us. This part was easy for me. Using my mind…memorizing, studying…I could do that, and generally did it well.

* * *

By the time I left home, I could quote Bible verses, rattle off the books of the Bible (forward and backward), tell Bible stories, and recite the Ten Commandments. I’m sure the beatitudes and parables of Jesus were in there somewhere, but they didn’t register with me in the same way. My early experience with God was one of hellfire and damnation, judgment followed by punishment or reward, and lots and lots of rules and warnings.

The minister and other teachers probably spoke of love and salvation through Jesus’ suffering. I remember singing ‘Come into my heart, Lord Jesus’…but I couldn’t feel it, just think it. However, I could definitely feel the judgment and threat of punishment, the fear and anxiety of doing something bad. That was the way it was at home. How come other people seemed to get it?

Once I knew the rules, any punishment became my fault because I made the wrong choice, being bad, committing a sin. I learned guilt and shame early, along with the belief that Jesus would love me if I followed the rules. Since no one can be good enough, Jesus died on the cross to save me. But I still had to try hard to do everything right because, well, hellfire and damnation.

* * *

At home there was little time or energy for nurturing, for connecting in love or even feeling safe. With Dad still recovering from his war injuries and a new baby coming every year or two, the fear and anxiety from just trying to survive were present in every moment. At about five years old, I was playing outside one summer day and I saw some older neighborhood kids playing with an open folding knife. Interested, I moved closer to the action and ended up with the knife point sticking into my hand near my thumb. Scared when I saw the blood, I ran inside to find Mom. She was in the bathroom on her knees in front of the bathtub bathing my two younger brothers. Crying, I told her what had happened and she told me to wash it off and get a band aid. There was no time to stop and comfort me, to let me know everything was OK. Just take care of it yourself.

Mom’s response made sense in our world—just take care of it and move on. Gradually, I learned to do the same thing with my emotions. If fear, sadness, or anger appeared, there was no place for them. It was easier to just put them away and keep moving. I was becoming an automaton, a robot with lots of information but no place to experience or talk about all the emotions that were coming up in those years. Those emotional reactions to what I learned or experienced were there, carefully pushed down deep, covering up my yearning for love and connection, never satisfying it.

* * *

Mom’s own childhood had offered little or no experience of being nurtured. As the oldest of six children helping her father on their dairy farm, she would get up early in the morning to milk the cows. Prior to getting married, Mom earned a teacher’s certificate and taught school during the depression, sending money home to her family. She also excelled at organizing and time management skills and was an efficiency expert long before those terms were in use.

With those talents and hard-earned experience, she became the taskmaster for our family. ‘This is how you do this, these are your chores, you can do these things at the same time, did you do it the right way?’ I remember how excited she was when she found an ironing board with adjustable height so I could start helping, how she would get on her hands and knees to check if I had dusted under the beds and remind me to carry something with me if I went upstairs. Mom showed her love by doing, getting things done, teaching us the right way, holding the family together. These were gifts that would help me survive throughout my life even though inside I was screaming for help.

She was also aware that there were other things in life. All of us started learning some kind of musical instrument in elementary school. For most of us it was the piano since she played piano at church. Then I started playing the alto saxophone in grade school and had lessons with the school band instructor. By the time I got to junior high, he asked me if I wanted to try playing the bassoon. The bassoon was a whole different experience, the only similarity being they were both woodwinds. But it was fun and different, something new and I was good enough to do it. Besides, I still got to play my alto sax for the pep bands at our ball games. These activities would pay dividends for me as life went on.

* * *

Dad’s injuries from the war were serious and the Veterans Administration considered his level of disability to be total. This provided a consistent albeit limited income and access to medical services. His throat injury was the most life-threatening at first. The damage to his vocal cords left him speaking in a whisper for the rest of his life. The shrapnel struck other areas of his body as well, causing an adjustment to a different way of living. And he did just that, choosing to live with enthusiasm and enjoy life as best he could. Breathing was difficult, running was no longer a possibility, and his sight was also affected—but he embraced life with his young family in the ways he could.

While he could no longer play sports, he loved to attend the various athletic events my brothers played in, even umpiring some little league baseball games. He shared his love for hunting and fishing with all of us, more so with my three brothers, and instilled in us the desire to ‘do your best’. Word play was his favorite form of humor, often mangling the pronunciation of words, or mixing different letters together to form a new word—frequent ones being ‘hopsital’ for hospital and ‘dang-erous’ for dangerous.

One afternoon I was upstairs in my bedroom looking out the window, wishing I could be out there mowing the lawn with Dad rather than cleaning and dusting the upstairs rooms. I wanted to go hunting and fishing with him, not be inside with Mom who almost always seemed angry, tired and harried—behind in getting everything done. Forget favorite dolls, stuffed animals, and tea parties, in the free time I had I loved playing with the erector set and building blocks. Good at sports, I often played with the boys when they let me. I longed to be like my brothers who seemed to have more freedom being outside, having a paper route, shoveling snow, hunting and fishing with Dad, doing anything but cleaning, ironing, or washing dishes. I wanted to be called Billy and be a boy, but nobody listened. Much later, I would finally listen to myself.

* * *

Fear lived in our house in other ways, too. Dad was the disciplinarian for the family, using a red ping pong paddle or his belt as needed. I saw my oldest brother’s new baseball glove sitting in his cubby one day when both of us were still in elementary school. I could hear a voice inside me saying, ‘Ben’s not using it, you can.’ Yes, there was also my mind loudly saying, ‘Don’t Touch That It’s Not Mine’. I had my own well-used glove, but I picked up Ben’s glove and left—it just felt better. Our house was on the corner and the school playground with its ball diamond was diagonally across the street. Some kids were playing a pickup game, so I walked across the street to play with them. After a few minutes, Ben saw me and a fight ensued that ended up in the middle of the street intersection.

Suddenly, there was Dad, grabbing onto us and pulling us into the house and into the bathroom with Mom. He was so mad he could hardly breathe. He picked up a yardstick and started whaling on us until it broke. The yardstick wasn’t very thick so there were just a few bruises, but the force of his anger and fear was more than enough. Ben and I started screaming, and I found myself cowering in a corner thinking I was going to get killed…seriously. My Uncle Matt who lived next door to us stuck his head in the door, having heard our screams, just checking on what was going on. That was enough to end it. But I never forgot that feeling of being a cornered animal about to die, unable to fight back.

* * *

I started experimenting with how to smoke in fourth grade, stealing cigarettes from Dad and my Auntie Diane and Uncle Matt next door. I also found a loose square of the lattice that covered the base of our front porch and would hide underneath there sometimes. It was dark and damp and there were probably spiders there, too. I didn’t know exactly what I was doing or why, but somehow it seemed to help…being in the darkness where no one could find me.

* * *

Going to school became an escape for me, introducing me to new things. My first Christmas, there was a party at school and Mom got a present for my kindergarten teacher. When I brought it to her, she smiled widely and opened her arms for a hug. That scared me and I scurried back to Mom and hid behind her legs. I wasn’t used to that kind of loving response.

Learning was mostly fun for me and I had some friends. Not the popular kind, but friends to just be with. I pretended to be going deaf in the third grade to get some attention. Mom and Dad drove me to a specialist in Des Moines who basically told them I was congenitally deaf in my left ear and my right ear could hear just fine. So, I wasn’t exactly pretending…it was real. Still, I got some attention and then felt guilty and ashamed for making them go through all that and spend all that money on me. By then I knew that it wasn’t good to be needy…whatever being needy looked like.

I learned that we didn’t have much money when the high school students were selling sweatshirts one year. One had a regular neckline but the other one had a real collar with a zipper. I really wanted the collar and zipper, but Mom told me we didn’t have enough money for that right then. After that I didn’t want either sweatshirt. We were not going without the important things, Dad and Mom made sure of that. There just always seemed to be this sense of being poor…watching the pennies…never having enough for extras.

* * *

We went on two camping trips as a family—two adults with five young kids, the oldest still being in elementary school the first time! Dad fashioned a plywood box that fit the top of our station wagon. It was big enough to hold our huge and heavy canvas tent, sleeping bags, cooking stuff, and everything else we needed. Off we went to Colorado to see the Rocky Mountains. We set up camp near a stream for a few days so Dad and the boys could fish for trout. It was hot in the sun and my brothers took their shirts off so I did, too.

Mom chose that opportunity to tell me about being a girl, how boys’ and girls’ bodies were different, and how babies were made which she called the Love Act. I was embarrassed and angry and so frustrated, but it was the way things were, part of the rules, so I put my shirt back on. Later Mom presented me with some Kotex pads and the belt to hold them. She asked me if I knew what they were and I told her we saw a film at school about that. I did not look forward to starting my period.

Dad’s parents owned a small summer cottage on a lake about an hour from where we all lived. We spent a great deal of our summers there swimming, fishing, playing games. It became a place where our families would meet up, both Mom’s and Dad’s side. There was an amusement park nearby but we didn’t go there very often. Dad had a boat with an outboard motor and he would pull us on inner tubes (it wasn’t fast enough for water skiing). It was nice to be able to be outside so much and I loved swimming and tubing. As we grew older, we spent less time there because my brothers became involved in summer athletics. Being around water would continue to be part of my life in other ways. 

* * *

Several male figures in my life touched me as a child in a sexual way, either to explore, or to get their own sexual release. One person was a neighbor boy at our cabin on the lake who took me into his garage to explore. Much of my willingness to allow this touching was my need for attention and physical touch, yet the shame and guilt from these experiences, from keeping these awful sex secrets, served to freeze my body sexually. One of the male figures involved told me later that we were just kids and I should forget about it. So I did. I stuffed them.
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  And Cracks Started Showing Up

  
  




It was the end of my last year in junior high school when Mom and Dad told us we were moving to another town nearby. Dad had been selling insurance and helping his father with estate auctions to supplement his disability income from the Veterans Administration. As we kids got older and our needs increased, it was clear that a consistent stream of higher income was needed. He was going to work for the county full-time and we needed to move to a new town—a slightly larger town of 3500 people about 15 miles from where we lived.

Dad started driving back and forth to his new job six months before we moved so we could finish the school year. Then, on their 25th wedding anniversary, I was helping Mom clean the new house, preparing it for our arrival, while Dad supervised the boys and the moving process. And then it was all done and it became my new reality.

* * *

High school was the place where I began to open my mind to new and different ideas. I took classes that would be necessary for going on to college. Those first days in Algebra, my rigid framework showed up when Mr. Jansma tried to tell me that X could equal 3 and then X could equal 5. If X equaled 3, that was the way it was. It couldn’t change. Oh, my mind…so perfectly molded to inflexibly hold only two possibilities for an answer, to think small and feel small. I wouldn’t say any of this was easy, but I could grasp and apply information as it came to me whether I fully understood it or not. Apparently, that was enough to keep me doing well in school.

It frustrated me that Home Economics was required for girls while the boys got to go to shop class and learn about engines and woodworking. Physical Education classes were a piece of cake until Mrs. Grey decided we needed to learn modern dance, that ‘free-flowing interpretive’ crap. At the end of that unit, we all had to prepare and give a performance to music. Oh, I felt so awkward! I moved around the floor to Moon River without any plan, feeling embarrassed and wanting to hide. Give me a ball to throw or a basket to shoot at and I was good…but this freedom to feel and move my body to music was terrifying. 

* * *

The band room felt a bit like home when I first arrived. Mr. Harris, the band and choral director, told me the school bassoon was already in use, so I switched back to alto saxophone. There was a boy a year ahead of me who had first chair in that section of the band. During the next few years, Mark and I would shift back and forth from first chair to second chair depending on Mr. Harris’s choice. He said that Mark had the best tone and I had the best technique and it was often hard for him to decide who was best, who to put in first chair. This was yet another place I excelled at doing something but was unable to feel and express myself emotionally through my tone…I was good at just doing it, I had good technique.

I was selected to play in the All-State Concert Band my senior year. The student musicians who were selected met in Des Moines one weekend to practice together and then play a concert. We ate at restaurants and with another chance to step out of my comfort zone, I ordered grasshopper pie for one meal. It was so disappointing when there were no grasshoppers involved, just mint and chocolate…which was quite excellent! Mom and Dad came to the concert. Their presence surprised and embarrassed me (I felt needy again, wanting their attention) even as they tried to support and love me as best they could.

* * *

Once we moved, we visited the three Reformed churches in town. Church was OK because I’d learned to just go with what was expected of me. Our family continued the two-prayer practice and reading daily meditations and scripture at home, allowing for absences at meals only when extracurricular activities like sports or band practice kept us late at school. The traditional Sunday schedule resumed at our new church with the addition of Youth Group (high school kids) before Sunday evening service. And the more specific religious training (catechism) continued Wednesday evenings.

It was customary to ‘join the church’ in high school, the assumption being that we were old enough to know what we were doing. Ben was planning to do it and I followed his lead. Once the church leaders accepted our statement of faith, we became church members and could take part in the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper, the celebration of Jesus’ last supper with his disciples. Mom and Dad were so proud, but I didn’t notice any big difference in me to be quite honest.

* * *

However, since I was now in high school, the catechism classes had moved on from Bible stories and other simple things to learning about Reformed theology, the dogma and doctrine of my denomination. Especially in my senior year, we discussed things like Predestination vs. Free Will, Salvation by Faith or Grace or both, and the authority of the Bible. Now it was getting interesting!

As I started to learn about these new and different aspects of theological understanding, something shifted in me. There were so many different perspectives on each doctrine. And then someone mentioned that there were two versions of creation…and the flood story didn’t fit with science or history. If the Bible was inerrant (completely free from error), what was going on?

In one catechism class I asked why Jews couldn’t go to heaven. One of the boys in my high school class was Jewish and it didn’t seem fair. It made no sense to me. And how was it possible that everything in my life might be already set in stone (predestined)? The issues just kept coming to me without satisfactory answers.

Part of me was excited about learning something new but I also felt betrayed. How could ministers, teachers and my parents talk so clearly about right and wrong when there were so many contradictions that made no sense to me? I listened to the adults as they talked about sin and condemned smoking and drinking yet I saw some of those men smoking outside of church after services. Stories floated around school about the people who would drive to a town nearby to buy alcohol (our county didn’t sell alcohol). 

The world I grew up in was black and white with very little grey—if there was color, I didn’t see or feel it. Now, at least, I was beginning to notice the grey! 

The cracks in my foundation were starting to appear, and I was beginning to ask questions out loud!

* * *

Music was also helpful in my slowly emerging awareness of my desire for More. I loved singing in the church choir. While some of the music was less than thrilling, there were also hymns and gospel music that began to open my heart, to touch on that yearning within me for love and peace and new possibilities for joy. I could feel this in secular music at times, too, but when it had to do with God and Jesus and the Holy Spirit, with heaven and love and forgiveness in the mix, somehow it touched me in a deeper place. I felt drawn to the Holy Spirit, that aspect of God without gender or form, but with a deep compassion for human suffering.

Y-Teens, an offshoot of the YWCA, was a Christian organization for girls that met at our high school. As president my senior year I led one of our monthly meetings, using the theme that we were Christians hiding in the catacombs in the years after Jesus’ resurrection. The girls met outside our meeting space where I gave them all candles. They lit them and went silently into the room. I started by reminding them that we had no Bibles, no hymnals, no ministers, just our memories of what Jesus meant to us. 

Then I asked them to share whatever they would like to share, whether it be a hymn or just a memory of how Jesus touched their lives. It was a magical time, and I felt like I was floating. We sang hymns and didn’t worry about remembering all the words. Those present seemed to understand and shared meaningful moments in their lives as Christians, adding their experiences to the whole of a shared commitment to Jesus. No thought of dogma or doctrine…simply the awareness of what I would come to know as the Christ Consciousness, a connection with the Divine.

* * *

I was finally in the popular crowd at school. Not only did the most popular girl in my class live near me and ride the same bus, but we became best friends even though she went to one of the other three churches we visited. Linda was all the things a popular girl should be. She was beautiful, smart, kind and caring, and I fell in love with her—my first love. No, I didn’t have those words in me at the time, but I knew I wanted to be with her. 

She showed me the ropes that first year and we were in some of the same classes. I spent a lot of time with Linda or thinking about her during high school and enjoyed the close connection until it was time to not just talk about boys but do something with them.

I kept trying to do what was expected of girls in high school…worrying about how I looked and what I wore, making sure I fit in. The box of Kotex was the last piece of womanly advice from Mom. Nothing about makeup or hairstyles, but then she didn’t have time to worry about those things for herself. There were also no conversations about how to be with a boy.

Linda started dating Jeff as a sophomore and never stopped. Jealous and trying hard not to show it we double dated with them sometimes. For me, dating started when, as a sophomore, I was invited to help serve the meal at the Junior/Senior prom. One of the other servers asked me to be his partner. After that, I dated several other guys. When they seemed to get serious, I always found a way to back out of the relationship. I didn’t know what else to do when they started going for something more than a kiss. My relationship with Mom (or with anyone else) was not one where I felt comfortable talking about any of this…so alone and ashamed, I struggled to figure it out for myself.

Mark, my buddy/competitor from the saxophone section, asked me to the prom in my junior year, pretty much as friends. But Mom took me shopping for a prom dress and scheduled a hairstyling appointment at a beauty school which helped me feel like I fit in at least. Then I started dating Peter who was a year behind me in school. We dated all my senior year and again, I tried to get away from anything physically intimate. I would break it off and then I would reach out again. 

The normal expectations…date a boy, marry a husband, have a family, end of story…didn’t work for me. I really didn’t care about any of the guys I dated, at least not like I cared about Linda. There was something missing with a boy, but I didn’t know enough then to realize it was the whole sexual attraction thing.

* * *

And I was miserable. Mr. Ralphs, the school guidance counselor, was always willing to talk with me about my thoughts that didn’t seem to fit and the other ways I didn’t seem to fit. He would give me a hall pass to go to his office with another girlfriend during study periods, just to escape for a while. Questioning Christianity, talking about the hypocrisy I saw, Mr. Ralphs helped me explore choices for my life after high school. 

He listened without judgment and offered a rare refuge where I could simply be myself. Mr. Ralphs always supported my questioning, offering suggestions from time to time. I don’t remember talking about Linda or being jealous because I didn’t know how to talk about it…and I wouldn’t be able to put those feelings into words for years to come. Being depressed and angry, pretending everything was fine, and feeling lost were becoming familiar.

Mr. Harris listened, too, and the band room also offered opportunities to escape from the rest of my reality and try new things—like different instruments. I ended up playing trumpet and baritone, often filling in where the brass section was needed more than woodwinds, like marching band. I even played bass drum in pep band a few times. For one of the high school musicals, I was in the ‘orchestra’ and played the cello part on my alto sax. I enjoyed the challenges and getting out of the same old patterns that were beginning to feel oppressive.

Mr. Harris was late for band practice one morning, so I stepped onto the riser, picked up the baton and told the rest of the band what music to pull up. Once they realized what was happening, they fell in line with the fun and it was so perfect. Mr. Harris just stood there and smiled when he came in, letting us finish the piece. Unaware, I was taking a step into my future role as a leader.

He became another sounding board, another grown-up I went to with my frustration about the discrepancies and possible inaccuracies in the Bible, and the hypocrisy I saw so often. Mr. Harris listened carefully, not dismissing me as another idealistic teenager judging adults. He just accepted and encouraged my doubts without trying to tell me what to believe. 

He also helped me decide what to do after high school. He had some friends in college music departments in the area and found a partial music scholarship for me in a college close by. I had no desire or reason to go anywhere else, so I accepted that and planned on attending that fall.

* * *

Graduation was a relief—I couldn’t put it into words, but it felt like an escape from prison, a world of rule-bound reality with no room for me, the me that was begging to be heard and felt. To the outside world, I looked successful and slated for great things. Inside I was drowning in fear and uncertainty. Some part of me knew that what I had been taught, the foundation I had been given, wasn’t working for me. I didn’t know what I was running to, but at least I could escape its confines for a while.

I had made plans earlier to fly to Los Angeles and stay with an aunt and uncle and their two little girls for the summer. The whole experience, leaving, flying, living in a city, felt so grown up and free in many ways. I worked for a temporary secretary agency and traveled to different workplaces. On the weekends, my aunt and uncle showed me different parts of the Los Angeles area. Believe it or not, it was too much all at once for me. I missed the familiar rules and patterns of life at home—there was too much freedom here, too much unknown. After about a month I found it hard to get out of bed in the morning and started gaining the extra ten pounds I brought home with me in August. I had escaped for a while, but I still didn’t know what was happening inside me. I only knew that I couldn’t go backward.
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The college that offered me a partial music scholarship was a small Christian college about an hour from home. My first contact with the music department was a disaster. Apparently, my scholarship was based on my experience playing bassoon—but I hadn’t touched a bassoon for four years! When I arrived at the first practice session and the instructor asked me to play the bassoon, panic shot through me. I tried…I really tried. I put the instrument together, moistened the reed, and sat down in the small group. And then I couldn’t make my mind and hands and mouth work together to produce anything that sounded like a bassoon. I left that practice room, embarrassed and scared, not knowing what to do or what was going to happen.

As classes started and I realized I didn’t want to practice the long hours that were needed and I didn’t care about music theory, a young fearful part of me took over and I decided I couldn’t stay there. I considered my options and was reminded of my father’s experience in the army. I thought about trying that, but I liked the Navy better. During the interview at the Navy recruitment center, my congenital deafness in my left ear came up. Apparently, that disqualified me from Officer Candidate School, so that was out. I was not desperate enough to go in as a raw recruit.

* * *

Dad let me keep a car at school after a few weeks and I drove back home on the weekends, ostensibly to watch the high school football games where my middle brother, Henry, was a star. It was finally time to tell Peter I couldn’t continue to see him—it just wasn’t fair to him to keep breaking up and coming back. There was a small Christian college in my hometown and that’s where I ended up for the second semester of my first year of college. It was familiar and safe…and I didn’t know what else to do.

On one of the last weekends I came home, feeling like a failure, I stuffed my shame and had a conversation with Mom and Dad. They had moved into town, into a smaller home, yet were willing for me to come back home. Many of my former high school classmates had stayed home to go to college, but I felt so different and ashamed that I really wasn’t comfortable participating with them in college life. At least I would earn another semester of basic college courses that would transfer somewhere. Being back inside the old programming was familiar and I was grateful to my parents for letting me come back home.

Unaware, I was being torn between the familiar ‘good Christian’ path for a girl and not quite daring to step boldly into the unknown. I changed directions repeatedly, trying things, excelling at some of them, but never feeling pulled toward a future. Wherever I chose to attend, it had to be someplace that would have room for my confusion about what I wanted to do when I grew up. I figured the University of Iowa would have enough choices for me. It didn’t occur to me that what I longed for was something even More…the capacity to feel love and connection.

* * *

The University of Iowa was big enough, with 17,000 students, to hold all the possibilities I could think of—and it was so out of my comfort zone! That first year I stayed in a dorm that held as many people as the town where I grew up. So many students, the halls echoed with loud music and shouting at times. My two roommates were seniors who had roomed together all the way through college and were looking forward to graduation. They were both pleasant enough, but I still felt awkward and alone.

Operating on autopilot, I could barely think through the emotional turmoil. Everything unfamiliar scared my young self. As before, I continued to function as if I had everything under control. Two sophomore girls in the room next to mine took me under their wings. We had some fun times in their dorm room playing cards and drinking peppermint schnaps with 7-Up. They also rescued me from a potentially dangerous situation when we went to a ‘purple passion’ woodsy (party) along the river on the outskirts of town. Who knew what was in that drink!

Of course, everybody was talking

* * *
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