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“My sheep hear my voice.
1 know them, and they follow me.”

—John 10:27



PREFACE

fter a profound encounter with God at

age 29, I started to hear the vocation to
be a Roman Catholic priest. The only
problem, of course, is that the Roman
Catholic Church does not ordain women to
the priesthood. This has not stopped God
from relentlessly calling me to this path for
two decades.

In the early years of my embrace of
Catholicism, I could better bear the
dissonance between the institution’s claims
about women and the movement of God’s
Spirit in my life. While the institution said
no, God was forming me as a priest through
unofficial avenues. I was mentored by priests,
worked closely with priests, and was educated
alongside priests. I served in every liturgical
ministry, presided over communion services,
learned how to lead retreats and preach the
Word. Eventually, after I received my
seminary degree, I even came to co-pastor a
parish as a pastoral administrator, a modern

vii



FATHER ANNE

ecclesiological role developed to try to stem
the tide of need resulting from the diminish-
ing numbers of male priests. Over the years, I
continually found myself adjacent to
ordained  priestly ministry, my gifts
repeatedly affirmed by various communities.
While the institutional Church formally
excluded me from the ordination track,
God’s nimble Spirit was navigating around
these obstructions to make me the priest that
God desired.

Still, T could only go so far. After many
years of education, training, and growth
within the institutional Church, I finally hit
the stained-glass ceiling: I had learned all I
could through unofficial channels and now
the Church was preventing me from fully
blossoming into a priest. I could go no
further: I could not receive the sacrament of
holy orders in the Roman Catholic Church.

What was I to do? I was plunged into
darkness. I felt God’s desires so strongly they
would keep me awake at night. God haunted
me—haunts me still—every moment of every
day, “You are my priest.” I counter back,
sometimes angrily, sometimes desperately,
always faithfully, “Yes I know, Lord, but they

will not let me serve you this way.” God’s

viii



THE SHEPHERD WITHIN

Spirit flares in response, “Make them listen.”
“How? What can I do?” Over all these years,
God’s answer has remained the same:
“Follow me.”

Since those days I have grown in my
theological understanding of the incarnation.
Christianity speaks of Jesus as the incarnation
of God, and generally the focus is almost
entirely on how Jesus reveals God. Yes,
indeed, Jesus makes visible the heart and
nature and desires of God, but equally
important, he reveals humanity—that is, how
God envisions the relationship between God
and humanity to unfold. Jesus makes known
what a human life rightly and fully aligned
with God looks like, what is possible when
human beings consent to and cooperate with
how God desires to enter historical time
through them. Jesus, by virtue of his
humanity, reveals that every human is invited
to become an incarnational pathway of God’s
self-expression into the world. Through the
power of the Holy Spirit, all of us have the
great honor of putting flesh on the living
God, becoming a source of God’s inbreaking
into the world. This is the incarnational
principle that underlies the whole of life.
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Contemplating my experiences through
the lens of this incarnational design of life, I
have learned over the years that my call to
priesthood is not simply about what God is
asking me to do for God. In a more surface
way, yes, this is true: I do the actions of
priestly ministries for God. But the far deeper
spiritual reality is that my call to priesthood is
fundamentally about how God wants to
express God’s self through me, how God is
initiating a particular incarnational pathway
through me and into the world to bless it
with goodness. God has given me—indeed,
all of us—a unique share in God’s life to
uplift those in our little corner of creation. In
other words, priesthood is the primary
pathway that God desires to travel in and
through me into the world to touch others.

We all have these incarnational path-
ways—such as, parent or teacher or inventor
or poet or peacemaker or comedian or
community organizer—the possibilities of
God’s self-expression in us are endless. This is
the Shepherd Within: our particular share in
the life of God that is to unfold through us to
make life good. We bless others with our
blessing, and by blessing others we are
blessed. This holy exchange among God’s
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people not only gives our personal lives
meaning and fulfillment, but the goodness is
so good that it serves as a beacon of light to
attract others to God, so that they, too, can
discover God and be brought by the Holy
Spirit into loving relationship. We all have
our share in making real God’s dream of a
world that works for all.

In addition to blessing others with good-
ness, these incarnational pathways of our lives
provide the ongoing, ever-present opportuni-
ty to experience God’s presence, to be drawn
into heartfelt oneness with the living God. As
our spiritual senses sharpen, we enter a
different spiritual dimension. Daily life
becomes so rich and profound that what once
appeared ordinary is transfigured into the
extraordinary. There is no more fulfilling
experience available to human beings than
communion with God—not only for us, but
for God also, who loves us into being to share
life together as intimate companions in love.

In my case, however, the Roman Catho-
lic Church is interfering in God’s desires for
my life in God. As a result of this institution-
al obstruction, I suffer—or more accurately,
God suffers within me, and I experience
God’s suffering as my own. I sense the
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ongoing struggle of God’s frustrated Spirit,
which longs to break free and flow, but
cannot because of the institutional Church’s
obstruction. By the word “frustration,” I do
not strictly mean agitation, but an incarna-
tional pressure that continues to build, like
rushing water against a dam. The pressure
increases as the Spirit relentlessly seeks to find
ways to overcome the obstruction and enter
the world as God intends.

On the one hand, my life is greatly ad-
vantaged. I have the white privilege that
intersects with and is amplified by American
privilege. I have access to fresh and healthy
food, clean water, and safe shelter. I received
a good public education and went on to earn
advanced degrees from excellent universities.
I have access to doctors and dentists. I own a
car that runs and I can afford to put gas in it.
I do not live in constant fear of police
brutality or bombs being dropped on my
home (though the rapid descent into
authoritarianism in the U.S. is deeply
troubling). Even with all the sexism that
women in America have to endure, I live an
immensely fortunate life in a world plagued
by unspeakable violence, crushing poverty
and exploitation, and cruel oppression.
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While it is true my life is greatly advan-
taged, it is also true that I live a haunted life.
Bearing the incarnational pressure of God’s
desires for priesthood is all consuming.
“[Wlithin me there is something like a
burning fire shut up in my bones; I am weary
with holding it in, and I cannot” (Jeremiah
20:9). Frequently I feel as if I will quite
literally burst into the flames of God’s
desires. At other times I want to go to sleep
and never wake up. I am imprisoned, trapped
between the unstoppable God and the
immovable Roman Catholic Church. Day
and night I feel it: there is no escape.
Sometimes I think I will be crushed to death
by the might of these two forces converging
upon me.

Add to this haunting the torment of
witnessing men of all stripes afforded the
opportunity to live out their priesthood while
my own priestly gifts languish simply because
I am a woman, and the grief of enduring
excommunication—a punishment so severe
that not even the male priests sick with
pedophilia, nor the bishops who hid them,
receive it: it’s all a bitter pill to swallow,
especially for someone with a heart so fiercely
devoted to God and to the wellbeing of the
institutional Church itself. If T am not
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careful, T will end up hard-hearted and
brimming with resentment, even amidst a life
of significant privilege. I must make the
conscious decision each day to live focused
on the fullness of life that God pours out
upon me, even as I am condemned to a path
of death by the Church that is supposed to be
my home. Some days I am better at this
practice of joy than others. I still have much
room to grow in the spiritual life.

Whatever the difficulties, however, I
would not trade my peculiar and surprising
path—its  exquisite torture, its secret
exhilaration. I would not trade being haunted
by God’s dreams of what could be for this
world if human beings would just cooperate.
I would not trade the pleasure of God’s
whispers of gratitude into my heart for
fidelity to the path. I would not trade the
burden of God’s anguish at the suffering that
humans inflictc upon ourselves and on
creation. Life is worth living, even as I forever
mourn what might have been, if only the
Roman Catholic Church would listen.

Of course, I must admit that none of this
has been my choice. Lazarus did not ask to be
raised, after all. If you inquired twenty years
ago where I would be on this day, never in a
million years would I have guessed it would
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be here: a Roman Catholic priest illegally
ordained in 2021; unjustly excommunicated
as a criminal; humbly living on the handouts
of generous people who know that what the
Catholic Church is doing to women is
wrong. I did not choose this path, but I did
choose to fully give myself over to God’s
invitation. With my yes to God, I have been
swept up onto a journey that is not my own,
and I would not trade it. Not for a moment.

So, my life now is about righting this
wrong for God, for God’s people, for
creation. The exclusion of women from
priesthood impacts all people everywhere
because the Roman Catholic Church is an
institution like no other. It spans every
country; it 1is the largest nongovernmental
provider of healthcare and education in the
world; it is a religious entity with statehood
(Vatican City); it has observer status at the
United Nations where it lobbies on issues
that affect women and girls around the
world, whether they are Catholic or not it
has formal diplomatic relations with foreign
countries; it is one of the largest landowners
in the world. As you can see, the Roman
Church is an odd global empire, unique unto
itself.
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Yet, even with its bottomless resources
and scores of brilliant theologians, the
Roman Catholic Church is still teaching and
upholding the original sin—that women are
somehow inferior by nature, designed by
God to be a second order of creation destined
for subjugation by men. This is a deceitful
theory of the human person, shared and
propagated across culture, country, and
religion, and its profound error is evidenced
by its bitter fruit: domination, war, poverty,
exploitation, dehumanization and violence of
every kind. God never at any point has
intended for life to be organized into
patriarchy. Yet, the Roman Catholic Church
still perpetuates this ungodly myth, and with
its global sprawl and access to levers of
power, it delivers a devastating blow to God’s
dream of salvation on earth. Bringing this
one doctrine into alignment with God—
welcoming the full participation of women at
every level of Church life—will unleash a
flood of goodness so profound that it will
uplift the entire world, especially in those
places where the lives of women are truly
desperate. How many issues can you name
where one source of authority affects billions
of people?
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This is my cross. What is yours? All of us
suffer at the hands of powerful institutions
that in subtle and ruthless ways obstruct how
God desires to incarnate in and through us.
In answer to this challenge, I offer you this
book, which flows from my experience of
God over these last twenty-plus years. This
text is a collection of insights about the
spiritual principles that govern life on
earth—laws that emerge from what I call
God’s incarnational initiative. I explore how
we can recognize God’s inbreaking into our
lives, the ways institutions seek to obstruct
this inbreaking, and how we can overcome
these obstructions to become who we are to
bless the world with goodness. My hope is
that through deep engagement with this
content, you are better able to recognize the
Shepherd Within, so that above all you can
grow in heartfelt communion with the living
God, who wants nothing more than to lead
you to a life of joy and fulfillment that uplifts
the world—institutional obstruction be
damned.

In prayer,
Father Anne +
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