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By MARYANN CLARKE 

PLANO. St. Elizabeth Ann 
Seton Church in Plano 
recently invited the commu-
nity on a “Lenten Journey.” In 

its parish hall, eight tables were set up, 
each one a meditation center focusing 
on one of the last sayings of Jesus as 
he hung on the cross. The tables all 
included a page with Jesus’ words and 
the steps to a directed prayer exercise, 
a Bible opened to a certain passage, a 
candle to be lit, and a cross. 
	 Some tables held other appropri-
ate symbols: a bowl of water or sand, 
pieces of clay, a picture of a desert. 
Participants were invited to pray at one 
center or all, in no particular order, and 
to journal. People came and went all 
day, maintaining a prayerful silence 
in the room.
	 Cecilia Ladda, director of adult 
formation at St. Elizabeth Ann Seton, 
said the experience for participants 
was profound. 
	 “We had some people who stayed 
for an hour and a half or two hours, 
and they were truly moved. They’d 
had a real experience of what their 
lives are like and how it connects to 
Christ’s passion and Christ’s love for 
us,” she said. This was the second 
Lenten Journey for Seton, and this 
year Ladda was trained with staff from 
three other churches by Spiritual Min-
istries Institute (SMI), which created 
the program, to set up the meditation 
centers. She fervently expects Lenten 
Journey to become a tradition at St. 
Elizabeth.
	 The same day, a seminar titled 
“The Theology of Fear, Prejudice and 
Controlling Outcomes” was presented 
by SMI at Midway Hills Christian 
(Disciples of Christ) Church and 
later at Ursuline Academy, both in 
Dallas. The program was led by Mary 
Ewing Rixford, a Catholic marriage 
and family therapist and professional 
counselor for more than 25 years. 
Rixford was eminently qualified to 
speak on the dynamics of compen-
sating for disability and dealing with 
the fear and injustice often inflicted 
on people with disabilities: Rixford 
— wife, mother, speaker, author, and 
counselor — is blind.
	 About 20 people listened to Rixford 
tell her story and explain how we 
might make idols of the things we fear 
most losing, then regard people who 
have lost that capacity or quality as 
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inferior to ourselves. Rixford handed 
out verses from Holy Scripture and 
asked the participants, divided into 
small groups, to consider questions 
such as how loss can be viewed as gift 
rather than punishment and what the 
relationship is between surrender and 
grace. The group as a whole shared 
its reflections before the program 
ended.
	 Rixford’s program was part of an 
ongoing SMI series known as “Spiri-
tuality for a Busy World.” 
	 According to Dr. Nancy K. Dunker-
ley, who along with Eunice Cheshire 
and Rev. Lee Self founded and direct 
the Institute, the two-hour program, 
with its mixture of information, reflec-
tion, and discussion, was typical of 
the series. Dunkerley and Rev. Self, 
an ordained minister of the Disciples 
of Christ Church, attended. 
	 “It was a very meaty program.” 
Dunkerley said. “I think everyone 
we’ve had has been meaty. People love 
the programs. It’s just that people’s 
lives are too busy,” she said, referring 
to the small turnout. 
	 “Any forces that work against God 
in our society tend to be getting people 
too busy to notice God,” she said. 
	 Still, according to Rev. Self, there 
is a percentage of the population 
yearning for the spiritual growth 
opportunities offered by SMI, which 

bills itself as an “institute without 
walls, promoting ecumenical spiritual 
formation and growth ministries.” The 
ongoing SMI “busy world” series is 
varied in subject matter and requires 
no great time commitment, Rev. Self 
pointed out. 
	 Future programs are “Praying 
in Your Own Style,” April 1, and 
“Praying with Pentecost,” May 6.
	 “Lenten Journey, the Spirituality 
for a Busy World” series, and an annual 
Advent program are examples of the 
diverse programs SMI is offering 
to Christian laity. The founders are 
spiritual directors with extensive expe-
rience in church work, so even before 
they formally established SMI, they 
also began offering spiritual formation 
programs for area spiritual directors. 
According to Cheshire, SMI offers two 
spiritual directors’ meetings a year, 
alternating retreats with workshops. 
	 Last fall, Benedictine Sister 
Macrina Wiederkehr led a day-long 
retreat that she based on her latest, 
unpublished book “Seven Sacred 
Pauses: Living Mindfully through 
the Hours of the Day.” The retreat 
was attended by pastors and spiritual 
directors from throughout the North 
Texas area and was enthusiastically 
received.
	 In 2002, SMI was a beloved dream 
for long-time friends Dunkerley 
and Cheshire. They often discussed 
the need in Dallas for a centrally 
located, ecumenical resource that 
would promote spiritual growth for 
all Christians. 
	 They talked and prayed about it 
and, in January 2003, presented a 
workshop, “Peace through Prayer,” at 
Ursuline Academy, in Dallas. Thanks 
to the welcome and commitment of 
Ursuline Prioress Chabanel Mathison, 
who is one of SMI’s speakers, the 
first two-hour event began the series 
that would eventually be known as 
“Spirituality for a Busy World.” 
	 The founders believe their minis-
try is decidedly richer because of its 

ecumenical nature. “As Christians we 
can grow together spiritually without 
our ‘theologies’ interfering,” Cheshire 
said. The emphasis is on prayer and 
spiritual formation, “how we direct 
our thoughts, and other spiritual 
practices,” she said.
	 But Cheshire and Dunkerley felt 
called to expand the ecumenical thrust 
of their work. In 2005, Dunkerley 
asked Rev.Self to join them. Rev. Self 
is a spiritual director, former pastor, 
and poet. In 2006 they launched the 
non-profit organization they named 
Spiritual Ministries Institute.
	 In 2003, Dunkerley had met Rev. 
Bob Gardenhire, III, D. Min., founder 
of HeartPaths, a program that has 
provided spiritual formation to spiri-

tual leaders and directors since 1982. 
Cheshire, Rev. Self, and Dunkerley 
attest to the respect commanded by 
Rev. Gardenhire, a Methodist minister 
and family counselor, and to his deep 
wisdom and sense of humor.
	 After lengthy discussion and dis-
cernment, in fall 2006, the founders 
began sponsoring HeartPaths pro-
grams in the Dallas area. The SMI 
directors and Rev. Gardenhire serve 
as faculty of HeartPaths Dallas, and 
they offer a one-year and a three-year 
certificate program to church leaders, 
spiritual directors, and those discern-
ing a calling to spiritual direction. 
Most students are ministers — lay 
or ordained. Among the 34 people 
currently enrolled in HeartPaths 
Dallas are a retired Baptist pastor, a 
few members of nondenominational 
churches, and some from the Disciples 
of Christ Church. 
	 “We have Methodists, Episcopa-
lians, Roman Catholics, a Presby-
terian, and more,” Dunkerley said. 
“We have both lay and ordained; we 
have men and women (slightly more 
women). We have ages that range from 
mid-30s to the 70s,” she explained. 
The classes and small groups meet at 
Community Christian (Disciples of 
Christ) Church in Richardson.
	 The SMI directors say they are 
nurtured by their ministry and regard 
it as a great gift. For Dunkerley, “The 
work affirms a sense of the infinite love 
God has for all people and our call to 
unity with one another in Christ.”
	 For more information about 
Spiritual Ministries Institute and 
HeartPaths Dallas, visit http://www.
spiritualministriesinstiture.org or call 
214-934-3217. 

(Maryann Clarke is a free-lance writer 
for Texas Catholic.)

(L to r) Mary Rixford, Rev. Lee Self, Nancy Dunkerley and Shari Reynolds at the Spiritual Ministries 
Institute’s “Spirituality for a Busy World” lecture series at Midway Hills Christian Church Feb. 18.
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Mary Rixford gives a presentation in conjunction with Special 
Ministries Institute at Midway Hills Chrisitan Church.
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