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A Church of Her Own

What Happens When a Woman Takes the Pulpit

By Sarah Sentilles

Harcourt; 338 pages; $25

During her interview for a position as a minister,
Marion was taken to a biker bar for a "smut 'n eggs"
brunch: eggs served along with porn on big-screen

televisions. Monica, a young pastor with a penchant for short skirts, was repeatedly
given lap cloths (big handkerchiefs with a lot of lace on the edges) by female
parishioners at her Nashville church, to protect her modesty during services. And after a
group of women from Germany, Austria and the United States, dubbed the Danube
Seven, were ordained as priests in 2002, they were excommunicated immediately.

"A Church of Her Own: What Happens When a Woman Takes the Pulpit" offers readers
a trip into a world that will be unfamiliar to many readers, that of female ministers.
These are stories of women of various ages, races and sexual orientations who sought a
role in the church and were rebuffed. They were publicly humiliated, forced to leave a
vocation they were called to from an early age and generally paid well below that of
their male counterparts.

Universal journey

Sarah Sentilles, who now resides in Camarillo, in Ventura County, left her home in Los
Angeles to earn her master of divinity degree from Harvard University. She suffered
what she calls a "conversion in reverse" and didn't survive the ordination process. But as
she began asking other women from her divinity school about their experiences, she
discovered she wasn't alone in having difficulties.

"Either they struggled through the ordination process in mainline Protestant
denominations like I did, or, once ordained and working in churches, they were
silenced, humiliated, and abused."

While chronicling the stories of these women during the various stages of their religious
life, she also recalls her own journey, from being a woman who didn't think faith could
be lost, because it wasn't "an object, like a shoe, or a camera left on a airplane," to a
woman who began to see God not as a magician - who when persuaded by prayer or
pleading, healed some and killed others, or took away from some and gave to others -
but more like a monster.

For readers without a solid religious foundation, Sentilles is an able guide. Without
overburdening the reader she explains her love of theology and why "biblical texts affect
all women in Western society." She sorts out why being a pastor is different from being a
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lawyer or a plumber. She deciphers what's involved in the ordination process and how
the mentoring system causes women to suffer. Sentilles leads the reader through a
hidden world that's given rise to a lethal combination of sex, religion and power and
spawned unhealthy ideas about how "healthy adults engage in sexual activity." She takes
the reader into a still-active environment of rigid rules governing language, clothing and
differing sexual orientations. And she's thoughtfully included a bibliography and
endnotes for the curious reader.

One of the most enlightening sections is Sentilles' explanation of the differences between
sexism in Protestant and Catholic churches. She admits that she began the book with a
"definite anti-Catholic-women bias" fueled by her self-righteous belief that the
Protestant tradition was less sexist.

She began to understand her mistake during her interview with Nicole Sotelo, who
delivers a speech at a Women's Ordination Conference. Sentilles began seeing Protestant
sexism as toxic and debilitating, producing feelings of shame rather than outrage.
Catholic women "understand their experiences of misogyny, sexism, and oppression as
institutional and systemic, not simply individual." Catholic women also claim a tradition
of radical social justice and place the women's rights struggle within that context.

Sentilles writes that one of the greatest gifts she received was from the transgender
priests she interviewed, "men and women who followed their call by literally opening up
everything about themselves to its transformative power."

Dramatic stories

While these stories were more dramatic than many Sentilles encountered, they brought
into focus all the issues female ministers had been confronted with: "being forced to
conceal who they were, feeling that they could not be their true embodied selves,
knowing that their politics or way of dressing or talking or loving would not be welcome
in the church."

And though Sentilles says the Christian church is still sexist, racist, homophobic, classist
and oppressive, she also uncovered a conundrum that bolstered her spirit: The women
she interviewed gave her hope.

"And, at the same time, the church is filled with human beings ministering to one
another, nourishing one another, challenging one another."

If the stories Sentilles tells are hard for many readers to fathom, her book also affords
the satisfaction of knowing that women are working to create a revitalized church where
those who wish to can find community and a God who welcomes all.

Julie Foster is a member of the National Book Critics Circle and also writes for
Publishers Weekly.
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