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Solicitude 

The Abbots’ Letters of Reflection 
 

SOLICITUDE: “The Opportunity to Welcome Every Tomorrow” 

here have had many life changing dates in my life: graduation days, my wedding 
day, and the days my children and my grand children were born, the day my 
husband died.  Whether I welcomed the changes or not each became an offering 

of a different kind of life, a new possibility, a new beginning.  In the past eleven years 
there have been two special dates that have caused me to look at my life in wonder 
and ride its movement with peace and joy. 
 
On June 20, 2003 I retired from my career as an educator, which involved developing 
programs and curricula for children who were deaf or hard of hearing.  This career 
was a gift to me, one born out of a passion for learning how to reach the beautifully 
intact minds of these children, helping to release the language that appeared hidden to 
many.  For thirty-seven years, I loved every moment of working with these students 
and their families.  But, with the changes in legislative support for education and 
especially for special education programs which created a great deal of frustration in 
the Texas education system, I felt that it was time to retire.  I walked away from a 
career that I loved into a new way of being, with no plans, no schedule, and no real 
structure—just the joy of being with myself and daily trying to surrender to each 
moment of life.   
 
Soon after this retirement, my daughter announced that she was having a baby.  She 
and her husband lived in Flagstaff, Arizona, so I moved there and was able to 
experience the birth of my first grandchild.  At this time, I began going to the Episcopal 
Church around the corner from my condo and experienced there an intense movement 
of Spirit—so intense that I was nudged (no, pushed) to seminary and eventual 
ordination.  Seven and a half years ago I began my second career (who knew?) as the 
vicar of a small church in rural Arizona, very close to the Grand Canyon. This time was 
filled with the wonders of parish life:  sermons, pastoral care, book studies, 
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community involvement, liturgy, music and the blessings that come from sharing the 
intimate times of people’s lives within the church community.  Times like marriages, 
baptisms, confessions and burials.  Every day was a new experience and everyday was 
a gift.  But the canons of the Episcopal Church have a mandatory retirement based on 
the number of birthdays one has had.  So with regret, I retired for the second time on 
March 2, 2014. 
 
Looking back I am amazed at where life has taken me, from being a schoolteacher who 
loved her job to a priest who loved her job.  And, so I rest and wait for the next gift that 
every tomorrow brings.  Retirement means to step away from, to withdraw, to cease 
the pressure of the commitments of every day and to allow something new to be born.  
It can be a dark place where you readjust the meaning and identity that has been part 
of you.  But, it is in those places of quiet and shadow that new life is born.   
 
Barbara Brown Taylor, author, preacher and theologian, was recently featured on the 
cover of Time magazine talking about the importance of recognizing those dark places 
that give new birth.  Dark places can be scary, keeping one off-balance and unsettled.  
But when we can enter them in trust, they become a place of nurture, comfort and 
strength.  Yes, the props feel as if they have been pulled away but if one allows and 
opens to it, one can feel a support that is strong and secure.   
 
Often, as we make life transitions, we feel a sense of profound loneliness--as familiar 
experiences and people are no longer a part of our lives.  But this aloneness is another 
opportunity to settle into our very being, to know ourselves better.  Each of us is a gift:  
remarkable, unique, precious and loved.  Too often we depend on the evaluation of 
others to recognize our own self-worth.  But in the heart of being alone and on shifting 
ground, we can blossom into a new and beautiful creature--a gift to ourselves and to 
others.   
 
Elizabeth Gilbert in her book, Eat, Pray, Love says of loneliness, ““When I get lonely 
these days, I think: So BE lonely, Liz. Learn your way around loneliness. Make a map of 
it. Sit with it, for once in your life. Welcome to the human experience. But never again 
use another person… as a scratching post for your own unfulfilled yearnings.”    
 
The beloved poet, Rumi, says this about being alone, “There is loneliness more 
precious than life. There is a freedom more precious than the world. Infinitely more 
precious than life and the world is that moment when one is alone with God… Do not 
feel lonely; the entire universe is inside you.”  
 



It’s been two and a half months since I 
retired this last time.  I am supported 
by my Rule of Life.  I will continue to 
keep a Sabbath, a day of stepping back 
from the schedules and obligations of 
everyday life.  I need that and 
meditation to keep me whole and 
centered.  But, I also need to look 
forward to the adventures of 
tomorrow.  Right now I am training to 
walk the Camino to Santiago de 
Compostella which I will do in late 
September.  I walk every day, relishing 
each precious step, each beautiful 
view, and each cleansing breath.   
 
I’m retired; I’m blessed; and I can’t 
wait for tomorrow. 
 
           Ann Johnson, Abbot 
 

 
 
      
     

 

 
 


