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Text: John 6:37-40 
 
It’s an honor and privilege to be invited to memorialize The Rev. Dr. Margaret 
Guenther who had served as Director of the Center for Christian Spirituality and 
Professor of Ascetical Theology here at The General Theological Seminary. 
 
[I am Jonathan Linman, one of Prof. Guenther’s successors as Director of the Center 
for Christian Spirituality and Professor of Ascetical Theology here at General.]  
 
Here are some salient features of Margaret’s life:  

• BA and MA from University of Kansas 
• Ph.D. from Radcliffe College (Harvard) in 1958 in German Language and 

Literature – subjects which she then taught.  
• She felt a call to the priesthood and received her MDiv here at GTS in 1983. 
• Margaret served as Associate Rector at St. Columba’s in Washington DC 
• Then she was called as Director of CCS and Prof. of Ascetical Theology here 

until her retirement 
• Margaret was well-received both as a spiritual director for individuals and as a 

leader of retreats and other events 
• Moreover, she was a pivotal figure in normalizing the place of women as 

leaders in, authors about and teachers of spiritual direction 



	
	

• Margaret enjoyed 3 children and 5 grandchildren 
• She died amongst family members on December 11, 2016 at the age of 87 

 
For our purposes and focus today, Margaret Guenther was a central player in the 
venerable history of the Center for Christian Spirituality here at General. 
 
[The Center has been served by at least six directors: Founder Alan Jones, Margaret, 
Bill Doubleday, myself, Jeanne Person and now Anne Silver shepherds the programs 
of CCS.] 
 
 
[The several decades of the existence of CCS reveal an evolution in its place and role 
at GTS: 

• What started as an entity that existed in large measure alongside the priestly 
formation programs of GTS has evolved into the Center and its offerings being 
more integral to life here – an important feature of General’s DNA, as 
President Dunkle has recently said. 

• Also, and related, what started as a ministry specialty (spiritual direction) has 
evolved into a more normal way of understanding all of ministry – a return to 
viewing ministry as seelsorge, to invoke a term from Margaret’s beloved German 
language, that is, attending to spiritual welfare and well-being, or the care of 
souls 

• Finally, what started as a focus on individual spiritual guidance has grown to 
include a more expansive focus involving groups in community as contexts for 
spiritual guidance 

 
Margaret’s ministry here helped shape this evolution.] 
 
Here’s a recounting of my first experience of Margaret Guenther: I had just arrived 
here at GTS in August of 2001. So, the horrific terrorist attack on September 11 of 
that year was my introduction to NYC. Later in the autumn the Lutheran Synod 
hosted a retreat for pastors in an effort to offer healing balm to those involved in the 
ministry aftermath of terrorism. Margaret led that retreat which I attended.  
 
What I vividly recall is that her talks were in no way didactic, nor were they filled with 
information to absorb. Rather, her meditations were invitatory, opening up space for 
participants in our freedom to spiritually process in our own ways what was going on 
for us after 9/11.  
 



	
	

In a word, Margaret modeled for me in her presence and approach precisely what she 
taught here.  
 
Today we memorialize her and celebrate her life and contributions. We do this, as we 
undertake all things in the church, in the communion of saints.  
 
In the Spirit of that saintly communal reality, I will endeavor to let Margaret’s voice 
and perspectives continue to speak to us even now to teach us and continue to form 
us for the work that God has called us to do. Her voice, moreover, will offer us 
gospel, good news for the world we are called to serve. 
 
In preparation for this sermon, I re-read Margaret’s 1992 book, Holy Listening: The Art 
of Spiritual Direction. 
 
I would say that the wisdom that Margaret’s authorial voice still offers us pertains not 
just to the ministry of spiritual direction, but to all of public ministry in our day. Her 
voice continues to speak with poignancy and relevancy for this season of our life 
together in church, in nation and in world. 
 
A first word of wisdom from Margaret is that ministry is about welcoming the 
stranger. 
 
Margaret writes, “Like all of us, the person seeking spiritual direction is on a journey. 
Since the expulsion from Eden, we have been a people on the move… Mobility is our 
way of life…. Physically, our life is a journey. Spiritually, too, we are always on the 
way, in via, when we long to be in patria. We are travelers, and we are weary and 
homesick. It is a fact of life that travelers cannot survive in comfort without 
hospitality.” (9) 
 
God calls us to welcome strangers. Ministry is about hospitality, even radical 
hospitality. 
 
This wisdom rings with a clarion call in our age of xenophobia and wall-building 
exclusion, of turning away strangers. Our sad, divisive age results in our becoming 
strangers to each other – rural vs. urban; flyover states vs. the coastal cities. And more 
and more.  
 
Margaret’s exhortation to radical welcome for all is healing balm and good news for us 
and for the world. 
 
A second word of wisdom from Margaret’s book: ministry involves good teaching. 



	
	

 
Margaret writes, “I still spend considerable time in classrooms, where syllabi and 
reading lists still claim at least some of my attention. Increasingly, however, I am 
aware that I am most fully a teacher when I meet with someone for spiritual 
direction.” (43) 
 
Margaret suggests that good teaching in ministry does not consist of simply passing 
on mere information or technical skills. No, pastoral and priestly teaching centers on 
discernment, which itself consists of keen vision in perception, and using this 
awareness for making wise decisions and judgments. 
 
Such wisdom in discernment borne of good teaching also speaks to our age when 
education is reduced to gaining skills to make money, and when wisdom resulting 
from careful discernment is marginalized, if not to say ridiculed.  
 
Oh, for more thoughtfully discerning hearts and minds among our leaders in business, 
government, education, and more! 
 
A final word of wisdom from Margaret via her book: ministry involves being 
midwife to the soul. 
 
She writes, “The midwife is present to [a person] in a time of vulnerability, working in 
areas that are deep and intimate. It is a relationship of trust and mutual respect…. A 
midwife sees clearly what the birth giver cannot see. She knows the transition period – 
a time of desolation, of seemingly unmanageable pain and nausea – to be a sign of 
breakthrough and great progress.” (87-88)  
 
I would add that a midwife does not use much technology, but seeks natural 
outcomes in natural processes, and resists professionalization of her important work.  
 
This, I believe, is wisdom for understanding ministry in our day of increasing technical 
and technological specialization. Thank God that priests, pastors, deacons and other 
ministers, and dare I say, even Bishops, are blessedly some of today’s few remaining 
generalists – a great gift in our overly professionalized, bureaucratized lives. 
 
We who lead and serve can bask in being employed by almighty God to be vessels for 
midwifing resurrection in the lives of those in our care. 
 
So – welcoming strangers, being good teachers, and doing the work of a midwife – 
three words of wisdom for understanding all forms of public ministry in our season.  
 



	
	

All of this adds up for Margaret to “holy listening,” the title of the book, and a great 
gift in our day when deep listening to each other is very much in short supply, when 
we talk past each other, breaking in on thoughts and vulnerabilities with our own 
agendas.  
 
 
Finally, now to call attention to a central theme of the Gospel reading for today: the 
fruit of such holy listening is nothing short of eternal life in a Johannine sense, where 
eternity begins even now and is not only reserved for and relegated to the afterlife.  
 
In her book, Margaret suggests that “one question lies at the heart [of those seeking 
spiritual direction]: ‘Good teacher, what must I do to inherit eternal life?’” (54-55) 
Even though persons may not realize that’s what they are asking, it really boils down 
to the stuff of eternity.  
 
In our time, as always, people hunger for a taste of the eternal amidst so much 
temporal impermanence. We long for it now, today, without waiting for what is next 
beyond this life.  
 
When we listen deeply to each other, welcoming each other with radical hospitality, 
being good teachers who are also co-learners, and when we midwife resurrection with 
each other, we taste eternity now, the eternity that Margaret enjoys in greater fullness 
without the shrouds and veils of mystery.  
 
Thanks be to God for Margaret Guenther, host, good teacher, and midwife of the 
soul.  
 
Thanks be to God for her wisdom for us – current students, alums, faculty, staff – we 
who are called to various forms of public ministry for such a time as this. 
 

 


