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Note from the editor: Pilgrim Place boasts many fine authors. This issue features excerpts from four who have 
written books, fiction, personal and scholarly. Reflections welcomes your writing as well: a short memory, a poem, a 
humorous/serious/learning experience in your long and interesting life. Send it to me. Don’t know how? Write me: 
jandmdenham@gmail.com and I will tell you how to do it. — John Denham

“Caleb comes by once or twice a week,” she told 
Hope as they sat on stools at Ruby’s. “The guy from 
Jamaica who works in the hospital kitchen. Sometimes 
he takes me out after work, before we go back to my 
place.” 

“I suppose you drink now.” Hope narrowed her eyes 
at her friend. Millienne nodded once and spoke to the 
waitress. “I will have a Bud.” Hope 
ordered Seven-Up.

“To Caleb,” said Millienne, 
lifting her glass. “I suppose you’re 
about to tell me your heart beats 
faster at the sight of him.” Hope 
knew she sounded crotchety, arms 
crossed over her aching heart.

“Perhaps a little faster,” 
Millienne conceded generously, 
sidestepping the argument, 
suspecting she would not be able 
to explain her romantic notions.

“Love is more complicated 
than you night imagine.” Hope’s 
tone resembled the ice cracking in 
her glass. She sipped her soda and 
glared. 

“Well, thanks for the 
warning,” Millienne noticed that 
the brass on the shelf behind the 
bar had not been polished. She 
concentrated on the tarnished bar as she sipped her 
beer, the brass with its lacy casings and leaded glass 
doors.

“Did you hear me?” Hope asked. “Drinking beer 
and not getting enough sleep is terrible for the dermis, 

you know.” When her friend looked puzzled, she added 
“The skin. One day you’ll wake up and your skin will be 
hanging off and you’ll look like you’re a century old. I 
can see the lines already.”

“I’m fine,” Millienne insisted. She could feel the 
echo of her pulse in her ears. She looked elegant with 
her dark hair wound up, wearing a pale pink blouse. “I 

hope you won’t worry about me,” 
she said to Hope. “I’ll be fine. My 
plan is going strong.”

“Well, mine isn’t,” Hope 
sounded cross. “I thought you and 
I would be going around together 
now that I don’t have to get Hank’s 
dinner on the table every night at 
six. But I’m not a complainer,” she 
sniffed. Hope was startled by how 
jealous she felt, hearing Millienne’s 
affection for Caleb. It shocked 
her actually. It had been a very 
long time since she had wanted 
anything. Anyone. 

Millienne stood up, high-
heeled suede boots solid on the 
wooden floor. “You’ll always be my 
buddy,” she said, laughing a little. 
Then she bent down and kissed 
the top of Hope’s white perm. She 
didn’t do that often, in fact she had 

never before kissed the top of anyone’s head. 
“Thank you,” Hope said for no reason, clamping 

her hand on her chest as if her own frail heart might be 
ready to jump ship. There might have been a tear in one 
eye. “We all need a bit of comfort now and then.”

Excerpted from The Beacons of Larkin Street by Judith Favor, The Apocryphile Press, 2017.
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My father did a lot of unorthodox things for a 
young buck, some, I’m sure, never divulged to me. He 
experienced “depression living” a good decade before it 
plagued the rest of the nation in 1929.

By 1918 he had already dropped out of 8th grade and 
joined the harvesters each summer, grown men who rode 
the rails from Texas to Manitoba, working the harvest. 
It was back-breaking work, even for a mature adult man, 
but he was only fourteen at 
the time, living from hand-
to-mouth, dressed in rags 
and sleeping in box cars.

He lived the life of an 
itinerant hobo, an oxymoron 
for sure, but gradually he 
moved up to become a 
logger and stuck with that 
through the Depression. He 
had nothing to lose when 
1929 hit...but he never lost 
his job either.

When harvest season 
came to an end, he was hard-
pressed to find additional 
ways of surviving. He tried 
logging and peddling snake-
oil cures. And he also tried 
his hand as a prize fighter. 
He’d pick up a dollar or two 
going bare knuckles with all 
comers in the ring of rope 
burns. He suffered more 
than one broken nose and 
a whole heap of pain. He never won any trophies, but 
he survived the only way he knew. Those were desperate 
times.

As a kid, my Dad encouraged me to develop my 
own skills at self defense. He’d spar with me around the 
house when I was in grade school. One time he took me 
to a boxing match, driving all the way from our home 
in Lansing to Flint, to meet Willie Pep, the lightweight 
boxing champion of the world. Just before the gong 
rang, signaling the start of the fight, my Dad took me to 

Willie’s corner and introduced me to him. Not the most 
propitious time to distract an athlete’s focus. 

The most vivid memory I have of my father in the 
context of boxing was a day in 1945 when we spent a day 
during Christmas holidays with the Averys on their farm 
in Okemos, Michigan. Their son Denny was my age, a 
frail, bookish kid who wore big horned-rim glasses. He 
was smart like his parents. Following an afternoon of 

sledding, our fathers decided 
it would be great fun to put 
boxing gloves on the two 
nine-year-old sons and let us 
have at it with each other.

This was fine with me 
because I outweighed Denny 
by fifty pounds and had been 
tutored in fisticuffs by my 
boxer Dad. This should be 
easy. Denny was not so hot 
about the idea. But we went 
ahead and I got the better of 
Denny in short order. Then 
our families clambered for our 
dads to go at it. After initial 
resistance, they reluctantly 
agreed. I wasn’t worried 
about my Dad making a good 
showing. After all, he had 
boxed professionally, hadn’t 
he? This would be a ‘learning 
experience’ for Mr. Avery!

Well, the fight had barely 
started before Dad was flat 

on the living room floor, his nose bleeding. What went 
wrong? Could he have tripped? Did Dad ‘take a fall’ so 
his friend would not look bad? Lo and behold, it turned 
out that Denny’s dad had lettered in boxing while at 
Michigan State, learning the intricacies of ‘the sweet 
science’ while Dad was riding the rails making a buck or 
two as a bare-knuckled slugger. 

Poof! And yet another bubble was burst of my Dad’s 
boasting!

— Excerpted from Defining Moments: My Story by John McNaughton Rogers, 2019.

My Dad, The Prize Fighter — John Rogers



Becoming Text-People 
 Abraham Heschel once said, what we need are 

not more text-books but more text-people. What does 
that mean? According to John Dunne, becoming text-
people is a process of passing over and coming back. 
We pass over from our own lives into the world and 
time of the scriptures and then come back again. In 
this passing over and coming back we are changed 
because the Word shapes our self-interpretation and 
therefore our identity. Through the scriptures, but 
more fundamentally through the Person who is the 
Word, God interprets us to ourselves. But from our 
side, what spirituality is required for this to happen? 
What kind of spiritual practice is involved in finding 
ourselves in the word?

 The Emmaus episode provides a clue (Luke 
24:13-35). In the guise of a stranger, the risen One 
accompanies the two on the road. Before he can speak 
to them and rekindle their desolate hearts, something 
else must happen. Though Jesus is the catalyst—grace 
is always first—this must happen from their side. He 
asks: “What matters are you discussing as you walk 
along?” So, they open their hearts to him. They tell 
their story, recounting how Jesus was handed over and 
executed, how the women went to the tomb, found 
it empty and had a vision of angels “who declared 
he was alive.” Notice, they have all the pieces of the 
story, but cannot grasp its true meaning. As far as they 
are concerned, their hoped-for redeemer is dead, his 
body is missing, and their identity as followers has 
been shattered. The measure of their trauma can be 
seen in the fact that these two are leaving Jerusalem, 
the center of their ministry. 

 Now on this road away from their disciple-
identity, they open their hearts to the stranger, 
making room for him to accompany them. Only then 
does Jesus tell them his story, which is also the true 
meaning of theirs. By situating their story within his 
own, “starting with Moses and all the prophets” he 
transforms their desolation into joy. But first he seeks 
their seeking, their ache, their trauma. They must lay 
it before hi m. Then he not only restores but deepens 
their identity as disciples. That darkest of things—
death—turns out to be a meaningful part of the story 

rather than a rupture in it. “Was it not necessary” 
Jesus tells them, “that the Messiah should suffer these 
things and then enter into his glory?”

 Whatever words we use in prayer and worship, 
the essence from our side is this interior work of 
opening the heart to God. We bring our story, with all 
its doubts and difficulties, to the Risen One. Looking 
into the mirror of the Christ-story (the Gospel), we 

find our truest Christ-selves reflected back to us. Joy 
and clarity follow. “Did not our hearts burn within 
us as he talked to us on the road and explained the 
scriptures to us?” But a book is like a mirror. If an 
ape looks into it, it won’t be an apostle who looks 
back. Without this spiritual practice of opening the 
heart to God, making space for God’s story and 
accompaniment in our lives, the scriptural Word is a 
dead letter to us. “It is not just a matter,” John Shea 
wisely says, “of exposure to Christ. It is a matter of 
what we are able to let in, of what we can truly hear 
and integrate.”

Excerpted from Compassionate Christ, Compassionate People:  
Liturgical Foundations of Christian Spirituality by Bob Hurd, Liturgical Press Academic 2019.

“Finding Ourselves in the Word” — Bob Hurd



Beneath my bare feet, the soft clods of Iowa loam sink beneath 
my weight, crumbling into a moist, living cushion. Each step is 
excruciatingly delicious, a pleasure almost too intense to bear. If 
I had reached into the chest of my mother and held her living, 
beating heart in the palm of my hand, 
my sensations could not have been more 
intimate or intense. 

Recent rains have given way to 
an azure sky swept by plump cumulus 
clouds. The air is cool, fresh, expectant. 
I am eight years old. A few minutes ago, 
the bus from my rural elementary school 
deposited me at the foot of the driveway to 
our two-story white clapboard farmhouse. 
Stepping from the bus, I heard our 
International Harvester Farmall tractor, 
a quarter of a mile away. Running up 
the driveway to the house, I burst into the 
kitchen and asked my mother: “Mama, 
what is Daddy doing?” “Oh, Irving is 
plowing. Thee can run down and see him, 
if thee wants.”

Hurrying down the lane to one of 
our best fields—fifteen acres of flat 
ground, amply fertilized, with good 
drainage, the topsoil deep and fecund—I see my father in the 
distance, hunched over the steering wheel of the Farmall, his eyes 
fixed upon the unfolding furrow beneath him. The plowing is nearly 
complete. Before me lies a vast expanse of jumbled black velvet—
gloriously rich soil, teeming with insects and worms that have been 
abruptly evicted from subterranean darkness and laid bare to the 
unforgiving glare of the sun. This rich harvest of tiny, delectable 
beings has seemingly attracted every bird within miles.

Pausing by fence-posts at the corner of the field, I kick off my 
shoes and socks and walk across the field toward my father—and 
as I do, I invade the ongoing avian org y. Waves of flight rise up 
before me—meadowlarks, bobolinks, robins, sparrows, flickers, 
red-winged blackbirds—and grackles, black with iridescent green 

and blue highlights. Swirling away from my advancing figure, the 
birds promptly alight at a distance to resume their greedy feast. All 
is sensation: the shuddering thrill of my toes sinking into a black 
carpet, breeze caressing my skin, the visual wonder around me. No 

worries cloud my consciousness; I have 
“lost my mind and come to my senses.”

 So long as I exist, this memory 
will be a part of me. An old rural 
maxim says, “You can take the 
boy out of the farm—but you can’t 
take the farm out of the boy.” Yet 
as I reflect back upon this moment 
of ecstasy, my nostalgia is tinged 
with irony and sadness. Before it 
is plowed, the topsoil is interlaced 
with a network of tiny roots and 
particles that hold it in place, 
retarding erosion. The double-
bottom plow pulled by the Farmall 
lifts a continuous slab of earth and 
dumps it upside down, exposing 
an underbelly of clods and the 
countless tiny lives that sought 
refuge in them. After plowing come 
disking and harrowing, further 

reducing large clods to an even crumble that is suitable 
for mechanical planting. Stored biotic energy is freed 
to fuel an explosion of crops that are chosen to satisfy 
human interests, while drawing down the soil’s reserves. 
One hundred fifty years of continuous cultivation have 
depleted topsoil depth and fecundity that had accumulated 
over millennia. Describing our farm, Margaret Smith 
Lacey writes that “the spring reveals more and more 
black topsoil washing down into the slough, to tiny Coal 
Creek, to the Skunk River, to the Mississippi, to lie in the 
mouth of the Father of Waters where it opens into the 
Gulf of Mexico, at long last nothing but sludge.

Excerpted from Eastern Light: Awakening to Presence in Zen, Quakerism and Christianity,  
by Steve Smith; QU Publishing, an imprint of Quaker Universalist Fellowship: 2015

Coming Home — Steve Smith


