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The agony of Johanna 
As I bent low over 
dad’s hospital 
bed to kiss him 
good-night, I 
glanced at the 
clock on the 
wall and noted 
that it was 
coming up on 
two o’clock in 
the morning. The 
medical staff 
and I were all 

concerned that dad may have suffered a 
stroke. As I rubbed the sleepiness from my 
eyes, my thoughts turned to home and a 
partial night’s sleep. How would I ever 
function for a full day in the office with 
only a few hours’ rest? 

I took my leave from dad, and entered a 
dimly lighted hallway, the illumination only 
sufficient to provide for safe navigation. 
The sounds of my footsteps on the tiled 
floor provided counterpoint to the sounds 
of the various pieces of machinery quietly 
beeping from the rooms I passed. As my 
thoughts turned more and more to the few 
hours of rest I so yearned for, I turned at 
the end of the corridor, and continued 
toward the door. 

There, sitting on the floor, against the 
wall, knees drawn to her chest, sat a young 
woman in her late 20s or early 30s. Attired 
in jeans and a sweatshirt, her dark hair 
tussled from a day every bit as long as mine 

had been, she was softly sobbing. There 
was no way I could pass by. 

I slowly sank to a position next to her, 
and inquired whether there was anything I 
could do. She hesitated just a bit, then turned 
toward me and said, “Yes, Father, please 
come in and pray for my mother.” Not 
wearing clerics but, rather, the street clothes 
I had worn that day to work, I was surprised 
by her manner of address. It never ceases to 
amaze me how, in the right circumstances, 
folks can assess who we truly are. 

Johanna rose from the floor with fluidity 
and grace. My sixty-year old body rose, 
but with nothing approaching fluidity or 
grace. Her mother had suffered a heart 
attack. The prognosis was not good. We 
entered the darkened room. I invited 
Johanna to join me in the prayers and laying 
on of hands. She and I took our places on 
opposite sides of her mother’s bed. I 
removed the Holy Oils from my pocket and 
uncapped them.. 

During our time of prayer, Johanna’s 
mother stirred only a little from her deep 
sleep. I noticed the ashen cast to her skin, 
and prayed especially for the medical team 
responsible for her care. As I dipped my 
thumb in the Holy Oils and traced the sign 
of the cross upon her forehead, I continued 
praying … “I lay my hands upon you in the 
name of God the Father who has made you, 
God the Son who has redeemed you, and 
God the Holy Spirit who sanctifies you day 
by day …” Throughout our time of prayer, 

Johanna’s hands hovered above her mother, 
her fingers visibly quaking. She could not 
bring herself to touch her mother’s flesh. 

We took our places once again in the 
corridor, our backs gently resting on the 
wall. Johanna’s gaze remained upon the 
floor as we spoke. Was it shyness? What 
prevented her from making eye contact? 
She told me she was 28, one of four 
children. My senses told me that there was 
far more to this young woman’s story, but 
the hour was late and my exhaustion had 
returned full-force. 

As I lifted the hair from her forehead, 
anointed her, and began a short prayer for 
her, Johanna sobbed. She began telling me 
the missing piece of her story. Just over a 
year ago, she told her family that she is a 
lesbian. That day, her family disowned her. 
Her pastor has told her that she will spend 
an eternity in hell. Since that time, not one 
word spoken in a conversational tone has 
passed between Johanna and the members 
of her family. In order not to run into her 
sisters, brother, or father, she comes under 
cover of night to sit outside her mother’s room. 

Johanna slowly turned her face toward 
me, her eyes searching deeply into mine. 
Her countenance was one of pleading, as 
she asked me whether she would indeed 
spend her eternity in hell. I assured her that 
she had still been mightily made in the 
image of God, that Jesus had still died for 
her redemption, and that the Holy Spirit 
still resided within her and is sanctifying 

her daily. Those simple assurances resulted 
in a wave of relief washing over her. 

I rose, gave Johanna my card, and 
assured her that she would be welcomed 
at St. Stephen’s. As I approached the 
elevator and left the hospital, I continued 
silent prayers for Johanna and her family; 
that the love of daughter and sister would 
again evidence itself in the relationships 
with her parents and siblings. 

I don’t know whether I shall ever see 
Johanna again, but I do know that that brief 
encounter will remain with me always. 

Please don’t misunderstand me. I’m still 
the staunchly conservative Anglo-Catholic 
some of you have come to know. Through 
the love and acceptance, not mere 
“accommodation,” of our Bishop and my 
fellow clergy, however, I now present a 
far different Christ than I would have years 
ago. Fifteen, nay ten years ago, I’d have 
likely quoted Old Testament Scripture to 
Johanna, and would probably even have 
agreed with her pastor. 

In some sense, there is a chasm that 
separates us. In reality, however, the broad 
stream of commonality is more than 
sufficient to maintain communion one with 
the other. Thank you; thank each and every 
one of you, for helping me grow into the 
priest I now am! 
A fulltime civil and site engineer with a Lehigh 
Valley firm, Father John C. Wagner, OSL, 
serves at St. Stephen’s, Whitehall, while the 
church searches for a rector. He has been a 
priest since 1988. 

Under the cover of night, she sits outside her 
dying mother’s room, as her family would allow 

Father John C. Wagner 

Montrose Crafters Corner Store in full swing 

On Sunday afternoon, November 4, the par-
ish house of St. Mark’s, New Milford, was 
turned into a cabaret to mark the end of the two- 
month countywide program in which over 700 
people from across the county joined in 
reading F. Scott Fitzgerald’s celebrated 
novel The Great Gatsby. Many of the par-
ticipants arrived in period costume. 

“St. Mark’s is positioned to allow easy 
travel from across the county,” said Betty 
Mitchell, a member of St. Mark’s as well as 
librarian of the Pratt Memorial Library in 
New Milford. “We are thrilled to welcome the 
Big Read participants to our parish hall which 
has been renovated after the 2006 Flood.” 

The Big Read program is a nationwide 
effort by the National Endowment for the 
Arts (NEA) to promote literary reading by 
engaging communities to read and discuss 
one book. The Susquehanna County Lit-
eracy Program and the Susquehanna 
County Library were awarded a grant from 
NEA, and Susquehanna County began the 
program on September 8. 

“What an incredible two months it has 
been,” reports Marilyn Morgan, executive director of the Susquehanna County Literacy 
Program. “The response by people all over our county has been outstanding. Not only 
did they sign up to read the book, but also they joined book discussion groups, attended 
special viewings of the movie versions, and even learned the Charleston. Not only did we 
have a wonderful response among our readers, but also we had an outpouring of talent to 
assist with the many activities.  We plan to thank them all at the reception on November 4.” 

Forest City, New Milford, Montrose 
By Jack DeMark 
What the small congregation at Christ 
Church in Forest City lacks in size, they 
compensate in vitality. Many years ago, the 
members of Christ Church took stock of their 
strengths and began their now popular din-
ner fundraisers. 

Three times a year a dedicated group 
from the church serves up delicious home-
made food to a capacity crowd. Children 
and adult church members pitch in to make 
the family-style dinners fun and successful. 

For years, all dinner proceeds were used 
to supplement the operating revenue of the 
church. That has changed, however, and 
successive vestries have committed to giving 
the proceeds from one of the dinners, ap-
proximately $2,800 to community outreach. 

Each month, after prayer and consensus, 
the vestry gives to relieve the suffering of 
crisis victims, to assist community emer-
gency services, and to provide help to other 
organizations that serve people in need. 

Christ Church’s giving has been a 
positive experience. The dinners provide 
an opportunity for members to come to-

What you didn’t know about Christ Church, Forest City 

The First Friday of every month, St. Paul’s, Montrose 
hosts in its parish house local crafters who need a place 
to show and sell their homemade crafts and goods. The 
goal of the program is to encourage and support local 
artists, especially those whose handiwork supplements 
their income. Photo: Rita Leigh (R) of St. Paul’s, 
welcomes a local crafter at the monthly Crafters 
Corner Store at the parish. 

New Milford hosts finale of countywide Big Read 

gether as a church family. The family-style 
fare ensures that all diners have their fill. 

Pledges and donations have increased to 
offset the outreach giving, allowing the annual 
outreach budget to increase proportionately. 

The outreach provides some relief to those 
that are suffering.  The Holy Spirit guides the 
hard work and giving of the members of 
Christ Church, and we seek to witness to the 
example of Christ in our community. 

Marilyn Morgan, executive director of the 
Susquehanna County Literacy Program, 
Betty Mitchell, a member of St. Mark’s, and 
librarian of the Pratt Library in New 
Milford, and, Father Charles Cesaretti in 
period costume, a member of the steering 
committee of the Susquehanna Big Read 
Program, at the grand finale of the county 
wide program. 

Find more news and features on our online newSpin newsletter or at the newSpin 
blog. To receive the newsletter, tell Bill Lewellis, blewellis@diobeth.org, to add your 
email address to the newSpin list. You’ll get news in a more timely way than you 
get it here. Find the newSpin blog at www.diobeth.typepad.com/diobeth_newspin. 

AN UNEXPECTED LATE-NIGHT HOSPITAL ENCOUNTER   BY JOHN WAGNER 

GOOD NEWS FROM THE NORTHERN TIER The eleven parishes of the Northern Tier of our diocese 
want to share with our sisters and brothers 

the good news that we are experiencing. 
This is an outgrowth of our 

Under One Roof Assembly. 


