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By Anne Wheeler

My friend Barbara Schenk passed away on December 
10, 2020 at the age of 85 from complications of Covid 19, 
which she contracted in May. Many people knew and loved 
Barbara. Many friends of the Open Door Community only 
knew her name because Barbara wrote post cards to donors 
of the Open Door every month in her very precise and beauti-
ful handwriting, thanking them for their donation. She loved 
writing these notes as a way to contribute to the work of the 
Open Door.

Barbara had a long and sometimes troubled life. She 
was the oldest of 5 children and grew up in Michigan. She 
once told me she had a happy childhood and was loved 
by her family. Then in her second year of college she was 
diagnosed with a mental illness, schizophrenia. Not much 
was known about that condition in the 1950s. Barbara spent 
some time in and out of institutions and being medicated with 
the existing drugs. Her diagnosis might have caused many of 
us to become depressed and give up but Barbara kept going, 
trying to live a “normal” life. She was married, worked on 
and off for about 20 years, and moved around the country 
with her husband. I can’t imagine how hard it must have been 
dealing with a mental illness, trying to work and being in a 
relationship. Because she moved often, finding help was not 
always easy and there were many years when she was with-
out medications.  

Barbara and her husband moved to Atlanta for his work 
in 1976. She was referred to a psychiatrist who prescribed 
Thorazine, a very powerful drug. She was not told anything 
about side effects, which can include drowsiness and dizzi-
ness. While driving, Barbara hit a car head on. Three people 
in the other car were tragically killed. Barbara was seriously 
hurt, including a head injury and crushed knee cap. She does 
not remember the accident. After getting out of the hospital 
she and her husband divorced. Barbara was indicted and 
tried. Several psychiatrists that had treated Barbara testified 
on her behalf, but she was convicted and sentenced to a year 
in prison and one year of probation. Fortunately, after two 
months at Hardwick prison, she was given an opportunity to 
spend the rest of her sentence in a halfway house in Atlanta. 
She wasn’t given any medication in prison or at the halfway 
house. 

Barbara always seemed to be able to find ways to help 
herself and ask for the help she needed. She was very intel-
ligent and found training and employment for several years, 
but eventually her mental illness caused her to end up home-
less on the streets of Atlanta. This was the early 80s and not 
much help was available for homeless people in Atlanta. The 

Open Door Community had opened on Ponce de Leon and 
she was referred there by a minister at St. Luke’s Episcopal 
Church, where she would go to get meals. So began her 

relationship with a community. She never really had a circle 
of long-term friends who cared about her, but at the Open 
Door she was welcomed and invited to stay. She would come 
and go four times to the Open Door, staying for a period and 
then trying to find housing on her own. At some point during 
the 80s Barbara finally applied for SSI (Social Security Dis-
ability) and was being seen at Grady for her mental illness. 
Her life began to stabilize somewhat because she was getting 
medication and seeing staff at Grady. 

In 1994, Barbara was accepted as a resident at Phoenix 
House, a group of housing units owned by Community 
Friendship, an organization that provides housing for people 
with mental illness. Because she was receiving disability ben-
efits, she had a meager income but needed someone to help 
her manage her finances. The Open Door asked me to be her 
Social Security payee. This meant her checks were deposited 
into a shared account with me and I paid her bills and made 
sure she had money for food and other essentials. 

Each month I would take her to the grocery store. As 
intelligent as Barbara was, she was not good with money, 

By Charlotta Norby

Barbara was 85 and living in a long-term care facility. 
I met her when she moved into the Open Door Community, 
a community in Atlanta where I volunteered. While I know 
far from everything about her life, I know it was troubled; she 
had a troubled marriage and was divorced, she had schizo-
phrenia, she was involved in a fatal automobile accident for 
which she was convicted of manslaughter and sentenced to 
prison. After prison she became homeless. At some point she 
became acquainted with the Open Door Community and she 
moved into a residence for people with mental illness. She 
started taking medication, got connected with various people 
who helped her stabilize her life and she worked incredibly 
hard on being able to function well and doing what she 
needed to do. 

She very much wanted to live and work at the Open 
Door Community, because she admired the people there, 
she wanted to contribute to the work, she believed in the 
work, she wished to make amends, because she was a devout 
Catholic. 

Because of her mental illness she had some behavioral 
peculiarities which could make it hard for her to live in com-
munity, but she worked really hard on her issues and was 
finally able to move in and become a partner at the Open 
Door Community, something which made her very proud.

By the time she moved in, she was already elderly and 
physically disabled, so she was limited in what she was able 
to do. But she put her heart and soul into the things she was 
able to do. She had THE best memory for the names and 
needs of our homeless brothers and sisters. Barbara would 
never forget somebody who she had met who had been to the 
Open Door Community. 

And she would never forget a prayer request. Barbara 
would remember every person, by name and specific need, 
who had been mentioned by anybody at an Open Door Com-
munity meal. She would add a prayer for “Ronnie’s friend 
Susan who has breast cancer” if Ronnie had asked us to pray 
for his friend Susan when he visited. And often her prayer list 
might include ten or more people like that, none of whom she 
had ever met.

Another lovely memory about Barbara is her friendship 
with Winston, another formerly homeless resident. Winston 
was a recovering alcoholic who was pretty stubborn and 
curmudgeonly. The rule at the Open Door Community was 
that folks would be scheduled to different jobs on rotation, 
but Winston refused to do anything but wash dishes. And for 
some reason, he got away with that! 

Nobody else would ever have gotten away with that, 
but I think everybody realized that if they pushed him, he 
would’ve walked out and been back to the streets. It had been 

In Memory of Barbara Schenk

Calvin Kimbrough

Barbara never really had a circle of long-term friends who cared about her, 
but at the Open Door she was welcomed and invited to stay.



I arrived, Murphy gave me a very firm set of instructions 
that included carefully placing each item into the boxes 
and double- and triple-checking that each item made it into 
the boxes. Normally I would have bristled at such attempts 
to micromanage me, but in this case I received it with its 
intended message of love: Murphy wanted those packages to 
be perfect. Not only did she know each and every recipient 
of the packages by name, she also loved them all dearly and 
it was essential to her that they received gifts that had been 
packed with the utmost care and attention. Broken cookies 
and missing items would simply not be acceptable. Now it is 

my great honor to assume Murphy’s Mantle of Microman-
agement when it comes to the annual Christmas packages — 
micromanagement rooted in God’s love and abundance.

To everyone who donated time, money and individual 
items to the 2020 distribution of gifts to Georgia’s death 
row, please know that your contributions resulted in untold 
amounts of Advent love and hope. Larry Lee, who was on 
Georgia’s death row for more than 20 years, described it 
this way: “I was thinking about Murphy and her Christmas 
packages the other day. I was mostly reflecting on how much 
they meant to me. … I felt like the world hated me, and here 

would come these packages from people that I didn’t 
even know. … It gave me hope more than anything 
that maybe I wasn’t as hated as I imagined, that there 
were people out there who actually cared. … For me 
it was so much more than the good things to eat! It 
was the love that came with them.”

Love, with a side of potato chips — now that’s a 
good reason to freak out.  W

Mary Catherine Johnson is the director of New Hope 
House in Georgia and a member of the Open Door’s 
Board of Directors. 
(mcjohnson78@yahoo.com) 
For more information about the Murphy Davis 
Christmas Packages for Georgia’s Death Row visit:  
www.newhopehousega.org. 
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By Mary Catherine Johnson

“Everyone here is freaking out right now.”

That’s how I knew that the 2020 Murphy Davis Christ-
mas Packages for Georgia’s Death Row had been delivered 
to the men there — a much-anticipated phone confirmation 
from one of the prisoners that the boxes of chocolates, nuts, 
cookies, condiments, notepads, towels, socks and potato 
chips had reached their hands and were being received with 
lots of joy and excitement.

Earlier that week a small group of volun-
teers had gathered to assemble the Christmas 
packages at New Hope House, a ministry that 
serves Georgia’s death row prisoners and their 
families. After over nine months of pandemic 
emptiness, the ministry’s guesthouse felt alive 
once again as the volunteers organized the piles 
of towels and potato chips into bountiful gift 
boxes.  

Over the many weeks of organizing the 2020 Christmas 
packages, Murphy Davis was never far from my mind. This 
was her project for over 30 years and it will always be her 
project, in name and in spirit. I remember the first phone call 
I ever made to Murphy was about the Christmas packages 
for death row, shortly after I had started volunteering at the 
Open Door in 2010. I told her that I wanted to help with the 
packages, and she invited me to come over that day. When 
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was well acquainted with the shores of that Great River, as 
attested in her magnificent memoir, Surely Goodness and 
Mercy. And each time she seemed surely bound for that 
farther shore, only to come back to us again, she taught us 
something about both dying and living. By navigating those 
borderlands between worlds with courage and grace, Murphy 

helped us live more by faith and less by fear. Now that her 
final crossing is complete, her painful absence invites us to 
reflect on what we have learned from her. Especially the part 
about being prepared, if not ready, to die.

One of Murphy’s many gifts to us was her exemplary 
vocation as a sort of Christian Charon. Indeed, that ancient 
ferryman trope persisted into the culture of Christendom, 
from Dante’s Inferno to John Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress. 
In her 1869 hymn, “Near the Cross,” the famous American 
sacred lyricist Fanny Crosby cited Bunyan: “Near the cross 
I’ll watch and wait, Hoping, trusting ever, ‘Til I reach the 
golden strand, Just beyond the river.” But it was nineteenth 
century Africans enslaved in American fields who trans-
formed the mythical river Styx into the Jordan, and the fer-
ryman into a delivering angel. For the enslaved, the Jordan 
was a double entendre symbolizing the border between life 
and death and between slavery and freedom (it was often 
identified with the Ohio River, which separated South and 
North). The genius of this Black Christian tradition — to 
which Murphy and Ed apprenticed themselves and by which 
they were nurtured — is captured in the venerable old spiri-
tual, “Michael, Row the Boat Ashore.” It was being sung by 
Gullah field hands on St. Helena Island off the coast of South 
Carolina during the Civil War. When Confederate plantation 
owners abandoned the island as the Union navy arrived to 
enforce a blockade, the abolitionist Charles Pickard Ware 
wrote down the song he heard from the freedmen: “Michael 
row de boat ashore, Hallelujah! Michael boat a gospel boat, 
Hallelujah! Jordan stream is wide and deep, Hallelujah! Jesus 
stand on t’ oder side, Hallelujah!” This river’s waters are not 
ominous, but healing, promising both salvation and liberation. 
The Jordan obviously invokes that great Christian baptism 

ritual of crossing over from spiritual death to life. Moreover, 
the archangel Michael was seen by many Christian traditions 
as a psychopomp, which is to say a conductor of the souls 
of the dead like Charon. And in the code of these resistance 
songs, Michael was also a guide on the Underground Rail-
road. It can hardly be accidental that Murphy’s granddaughter 

bears the name Michaela. In the 
spirit of that song, she joined her 
mother and grandfather in the 
sacred task of tending to Mur-
phy’s body after she had crossed. 
“Brother lend a helping hand Hal-
lelujah! Sister, help from trim that 
boat, Hallelujah!” 

So the wisdom of the ancients 
helps us understand and praise 
Murphy’s amazing discipleship 
which, in resisting the forces of 
death in the racist American body 
politic as well as in her own cancer-
ravaged body, rowed a gospel 
boat back and forth across those 
mythical waters for 25 years. She 
navigated these boundary waters 
like a faithful coyote, plied them 
with the courage and persistence of 
a veteran pilot, “swung low” like 
an angel, full of grace and joy. Even 
as we mourn her loss together, she 
continues to ferry us across our 
fears, to guide us toward deeper 
justice and to show us the way. And 
beloved, when our own time comes 

to cross, it may just be Murphy Davis who meets us to escort 
us to freedom.  W

Elaine Enns and Ched Myers are codirectors of Bartimaeus 
Cooperative Ministries in southern California on Chumash 
territory (www.bcm-net.org). Their new book is Healing 
Haunted Histories: A Settler Discipleship of Decolonization 
(Cascade, 2021).
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by Ched Myers and Elaine Enns

Below is Ched and Elaine’s reflection shared during 
Homegoing: A Celebration of Murphy Davis’ Life 
on All Hallow’s Eve.

Dear family of the spirit in dias-
pora: Murphy has gathered us here 
to remind us that we are kindred. It is 
an honor to be in this beautiful circle 
to celebrate Murphy’s rightful place 
in the great cloud of witnesses. At a 
memorial gathering at Emma Wood 
Beach in Ventura for Murphy, Rose 
Berger and Heidi Thompson joined 
Elaine and Ched in blessing and 
sending a lei of marigolds and sage 
into the waves on October 20.

We are grateful to have been 
part of the radical Christian move-
ment with our Open Door friends for 
many decades. We’ve enjoyed many 
visits from Murphy and Ed out here 
(especially at our annual Institutes), 
and with them in Atlanta and exactly 
a year ago in Baltimore. The first 
time Elaine met Murphy and Ed, 
they served us a grits breakfast in 
bed; another time SHE introduced us 
to gator stew! Murphy was delighted 
to convert us to these Southern 
staples. It also meant a lot to us that 
on their trip with Ed Weir to Alaska 
a number of years ago, they stopped to visit us and the Enns 
family in Saskatchewan, where over the course of several 
days they helped translate the movement to my Mennonite 
relatives. 

Ed and Ched have had some conversations over the 
past few months about Murphy’s journey, particularly her 
remarkable, long dance with mortality. In trying to understand 
her many sojourns to the threshold of death and back, Ched 
thought about an analogy, which Murphy and Ed asked us to 
share in this service. Most of you will be somewhat familiar 
with the image from both ancient Greek and Roman mythol-
ogy of Charon, the ferryman of Hades who transported souls 
of the newly deceased across the archetypal river that divided 
the world of the living from that of the dead. For the Greeks 
this was the River Acheron; for Romans it was the Styx, a 
holy stream over whom the gods traditionally swore their 
oaths. The mythic figure of the ferryman goes as far back in 
the human imagination as the Babylonian epic of Gilgamesh 
and is also found among the ancient Egyptians. The role of 
this murky figure was not to judge the deceased, but to guide 
them across the threshold to the next world. Charon was 
often portrayed as an old man clad in stinking garb, with hag-
gard cheeks, an unkempt beard and a fierce gaze. While this 
makes for a good Halloween costume, it in no way resembles 
the angelic visage of our dearly departed Murphy. Yet that old 
archetype offers one way to try to make sense of Murphy’s 
quarter-century struggle with a death-dealing illness amidst a 
death-dealing society. This journey took her to death’s door 
and back many times, and she was deeply familiar with that 
liminal space, whether in a hospital emergency ward or a 
death row visiting room. Shuttling between death and life 
became a central part of her ministry and witness. Murphy 

Crossing the Great River: 
Murphy Davis as Charon

Homegoing 
A Celebration of Murphy Davis’ Life

 

is available online: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kp0i7_

INvv0&feature=youtu.be

Bartimaeus Cooperative Ministries

A memorial gathering at Emma Wood Beach in Ventura, California for Murphy Davis: 
Rose Berger and Heidi Thompson joined Elaine and Ched in blessing 

and sending a lei of marigolds and sage into the waves, October 20, 2020.
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By Lee Carroll

Then the righteous will answer him, ‘Lord, when was 
it that we saw you hungry and gave you food, or thirsty and 
gave you something to drink? And when was it that we saw 
you a stranger and welcomed you, or naked and gave you 
clothing? And when was it that we saw you sick or in prison 
and visited you?’

And the Ruler will answer them, ‘Truly I tell you, just as 
you did it to one of the least of these who are members of my 
family, you did it to me.’ Matthew 25: 37-40

Matthew 25 has long been a core biblical text for the 
Open Door Community (ODC), going back to its founding 
in the early 1980s. And Dick and Gladys Rustay, long-term 
partners with the ODC, have embodied those radical words 
of Jesus with their lives. Through their discipleship they have 
found deep personal satisfaction and contributed significantly 
to the mission of the ODC. 

Dick Rustay grew up in Burley, Idaho, on the banks of 
the Snake River, and Gladys Beal Rustay grew up in Roch-
ester, NewYork, near Lake Ontario. From those far reaches 
of the nation, they both found their way to Oberlin College 
in Ohio, where they first met. Dick enrolled in Oberlin’s 
Conservatory, where he was classically trained in clarinet, 
but he eventually ended his work in music in order to prepare 
for a life of Christian ministry. Gladys completed her B.A. at 
Oberlin in preparation for her future as a teacher. 

After college they went in different directions. Gladys 
taught for two years in an elementary school in upstate New 
York and then went to Ohio State University where she 
earned her M.A. (Physical Education). Upon completing that 
degree, she returned to Oberlin and taught in their physical 
education program.

Meanwhile, Dick spent two years after college with 
the American Church in Paris, France. He then returned to 
Oberlin where he entered their Graduate School of Theology 
(now merged with Vanderbilt Divinity School in Nashville) 
to prepare for service as an ordained minister. 

It was while Dick and Gladys were back in Oberlin 
that their relationship deepened, and in 1958 they were mar-
ried. From this wonderful union came four children, all now 
grown: Christopher (living in Albuquerque, New Mexico), 
Wendy (Oakland, California), Kim (Decatur, Georgia) 
and Holly (Santa Cruz, California). They also have three 
grandchildren. 

In time, Dick was ordained by the Presbyterian Church. 
He wanted to focus on ministry with children, so in 1964-65 
the family spent a year in Richmond, Virginia, where Dick 
completed an M.A. degree focused on children’s work at the 
Presbyterian School of Christian Education.  

The Rustays then moved to Knox County, Kentucky, 
one of the poorest counties in the United States, where Dick 
worked with the federal government’s new “Head Start” 
program — an innovative and comprehensive part of the 
national “War on Poverty” that served impoverished young 
children and their families. During their time in Kentucky, 
Gladys taught in public schools. 

Following that, the family lived in Asheville, North 
Carolina, for 20 years, where Dick served as the Regional 
Director of Training for Head Start’s Southeast Region based 
in Atlanta. During those years Gladys maintained a very busy 
life, raising their four young children, earning another M.A. in 
Education from Western Carolina University and continuing 
her career as a teacher. 

While the Rustays were living in Asheville, a small 
team of Christian activists in Atlanta, including Presbyterian 
ministers Ed Loring and Murphy Davis, had committed 
themselves to creating a Christian community to serve the 
poor and imprisoned. In 1979 they opened Atlanta’s first 
church-based night shelter at Clifton Presbyterian Church. In 
an effort to find other workers, they advertised in Sojourners 
magazine, inviting kindred spirits to volunteer. 

Dick saw that ad! Although the Rustays still resided 200 
miles away in Asheville, Dick’s work with Head Start was 

requiring weekly trips to Atlanta. Typically his evenings in 
Atlanta were free, so he volunteered to serve in the shelter one 
night each week. That experience was a theological magnet 

for Dick. Not only were needs of the poor being addressed, 
but their leaders were creating Christian community by 
engaging daily in worship and theological reflection. 

In 1981 the Open Door Community was officially 
founded in Atlanta and the community purchased a large 
older home at 910 Ponce de Leon Avenue as a base for their 
life and work among the poor. Dick continued to volunteer 
with them at 910, and soon Gladys was doing the same. They 
spent many holidays and vacations there, and these experi-
ences were feeding deep hungers they were feeling. Finally, 
in 1989 Dick and Gladys moved from Asheville to Atlanta to 
begin a new life with the Open Door Community — a part-
nership that would continue for 26 years.

Dick and Gladys became essential parts of the 

community. As Ed Loring expressed it, “They were solid 
rock for the ODC.” They were wise sages who nurtured peo-
ple and fostered community. They joined in the daily routines 
of the house, serving with energy and commitment. Dick had 
a gift for relating to volunteers, remembering people’s names 
and making them feel appreciated. And Gladys utilized 
organizational skills from her days as a teacher. Playfully, she 
teased people and brought an important sense of humor to the 
community. More than anything else, they enjoyed the com-
munity’s daily Bible study and theological reflections. 

The two of them preferred to remain in the background 
instead of being “up front” spokespeople for the community. 
As Murphy Davis observed, they were the ones who “kept 
the home fires going,” making it possible for others in the 
community to be active in the public arena. For example, Ed 
Loring, Murphy Davis and others once protested the plight 
of Atlanta’s homeless by illegally occupying the dilapidated 
old Imperial Hotel in downtown Atlanta, challenging city 
leaders to convert it into housing for the poor. They were able 
to engage in such public actions because they knew that Dick 
and Gladys would faithfully attend to the home front at 910. 
Indeed, they were sustaining leaders known for their humility 
and commitment.

As the years passed and key partners of the ODC aged 
and experienced health issues, it became increasingly obvi-
ous that the ODC could not be continued indefinitely. In 
2016, ODC leaders decided to close the house that had been 
their home for many years. All of the “elder partners” — not 
unlike the Old Testament Jews in exile — eventually found 
themselves in new places: Ed Loring and Murphy Davis in 
Baltimore; Calvin and Nelia Kimbrough in Nashville; and 
Dick and Gladys in Vancouver, Washington, near Dick’s 
brother. 

Dick, 91, and Gladys, 86, had always assumed that 
they would live out the rest of their days at the ODC. But it 
was not to be. They still grieve about that, especially miss-
ing friends on the streets and in prisons, as well as life in 
community.

In reflecting on their time together, Ed Loring avowed 
that the community in Atlanta could never have lasted as long 
as it did without the leadership and companionship of Dick 
and Gladys Rustay. 

They, like many of us, are now asking what God is call-
ing them to be and do next in their radically changed context. 
Murphy Davis, in her recent book, Surely Goodness and 
Mercy, struggled with that same question during one of her 

numerous bouts with cancer. She concluded that even though 
her work may have changed, her vocation had not. She said, 
“My vocation was what it had always been: to be Murphy 
Davis — nothing more, nothing less.” Accordingly, whatever 
Dick and Gladys now do with their lives, their ongoing voca-
tion is being themselves. Nothing could be a greater gift to all 
who know and love the two of them.  W

 
Lee Carroll is an ordained minister of the Presbyterian 
Church (USA) and Associate Professor Emeritus of Colum-
bia Theological Seminary, Decatur, Georgia. He is the 
current chair of the Board of Directors of the Open Door 
Community. 

In Deep Appreciation of Dick and Gladys Rustay 
Open Door Partners

Betty Jane Crandall

Gladys and Dick Rustay at 910 Ponce in 2006.

Dick and Gladys became essential parts of the community. 
They were wise sages who nurtured people and fostered community. 
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By Weldon D. Nisly 

Murphy Davis is dancing with the Cloud of Witnesses. 
She danced through this life into the fullness of life with Love 
Everlasting. And the dance goes on. 

Murphy’s gift for integrating practical wisdom, pro-
phetic witness, compassionate care and gracious humor 
welcomed people into her embrace and aura. Murphy’s 
life, prophetically shared in a book poetically written, bears 
witness to the God of Love and Life embodied in the Black 
Jesus of Just Peace. 

I offer this tribute to Murphy, one of God’s true ser-
vants and saints, more as reflection than review. I hold deep 
gratitude for Murphy’s life and grieve her death. Reading and 
remembering Murphy’s life is a healing way to hold gratitude 
and grief together in my heart. 

Surely Goodness and Mercy, a prescient word from 
the Psalmist, is a fitting title for Murphy’s personal story. 
Her Journey into Illness and Solidarity reveals the arduous 
struggle for healing from cancer in her body and cancer in the 
body politic. The latter is manifested in the murderous machi-
nations enforcing incarceration and homelessness inflicted by 
the American Domination System on people of color, people 
who are poor, people who are marginalized. 

My prayerful reading was a Lectio Divina encounter 
with the Divine that grounded me during these tumultu-
ous early days of this new year 2021. Every story and page 
inspired deep pondering in my heart. Suddenly a word or 
phrase would imprint an image on the eye of my heart. I 
share a beginning and ending word from Murphy that bracket 
and uphold her story. 

The beginning of a mystery of illness and suffering (p. 2).
Murphy introduces us to the Mystery and Miracle of 

life she experienced. The tears of a doctor who revealed Mur-
phy’s cancer to her in 1995 touched Murphy’s compassionate 
heart. “My heart reached toward her … a compassionate 
young woman who wept with news she bore about this rare 
and lethal cancer. That was the beginning of a mystery that 
lived in and with me ever since. It is the mystery of illness 
and suffering shared in compassion — and then transformed 
from the unbearable into that which must be and, therefore 
can be, borne. … In spite of all the crises and diagnoses and 
predictions of death, I am alive and well. This is simply a 
mystery. And a miracle.” For 25 years Murphy bore living 
witness to the mystery and miracle of life and death.

It is nothing less than a matter of life and death (p. 166).
Murphy’s final word! Eons ago, in the Hebrew scrip-

tures, the Deuteronomist proclaimed that God sets before us 
forever the choice of life or death; therefore, choose life so 
that future generations may live (Deuteronomy 30:19f). For 
a half century, beloved Murphy chose life and gave life by 
confronting the ways that death seeks to destroy life. 

I write on Epiphany, January 6. A Black man and a Jew-
ish man have just won a unique election as Georgia’s U.S. 
Senators. The day that the holder of the highest office in the 
land and his minions launched an assault on the U.S. Capitol 

to overturn an election. It was unprecedented, yet a long 
time coming in a nation that wages war on everything and 
everyone that does not give allegiance to dominant American 
exceptionalism and entitlement. Will the violent heart of 
white supremacy be broken and healed? That remains to be 
seen. But this week is an epiphany of what has long been hid-
den in plain sight. 

The Rev. Jacqui Lewis, pastor of Middle Church in 
New York City, gave personal and prophetic voice to our 
national madness on January 7, saying, “I’m so damn tired of 
living in a country that treats Black grief as a threat and white 
rage as a sacrament. I know you’re tired, too. But here is the 
truth: We have been called for such a time as this. Though 
we’ve been devastated by SO much madness in 2020, we 
are NOT going to sit around licking our wounds while white 
supremacists work to destroy our democracy; ain’t nobody 
got time for that. Despite our grief, we are rising to heal souls 
and the world with just love.”

I heard the Black Jesus speaking to US in the voice of 
a Black woman prophet preacher! It is what Murphy and Ed 
and the Open Door Community have devoted their lives to 
revealing and healing. Thanks be to God!  

Beloved Murphy, I pray to and through you, knowing 
you live the prayer dance of life with God forever. You, Saint 
Murphy, embodied the miracle and mystery of life, to show 
us that Surely Goodness and Mercy dwell with us all the days 
of life!

Murphy’s powerful story is bracketed by three pro-
phetic voices. Renowned German theologian Jurgen Molt-
mann and Bryan Stevenson of the Equal Justice Initiative 
write Forewords. Following Murphy’s last word, the book 
concludes with a beautiful poem, “SHE,” written by her 
beloved partner in life and love, vision and voice, Ed Loring 
(p. 167ff). 

Holy Wisdom! Holy Word!  W

After 40 years of Mennonite Church ministry that included 
community, pastoral and peace ministries, Weldon Nisly 
currently devotes himself to Contemplative JustPeace build-
ing and work with Christian Peacemaker Teams. He is a 
Benedictine Oblate. His life is dedicated to the abolition of 
war. Weldon serves half-time on the CPT Iraqi Kurdistan 
team and also was on the CPT Palestine team in Hebron in 
September-October 2017 and August-September 2018.

Murphy’s Dance for Life

Alison Reeder

Open Door Community Press

Surely Goodness and Mercy
A Journey into Illness and Solidarity

by Murphy Davis

to request your copy contact
opendoorcomm@bellsouth.net

404.290.2047
PO Box 10980 Baltimore, MD 21234-0980

From artist John August Swanson, who created the 
beautiful cover art for Surely Goodness and Mercy: 

“Murphy Davis’ book is so powerful and moving 
that it inspired me to use a quote from it along

with Pope Francis’s quote on my new poster Storm.”

The poster sells for $15 and can be ordered at:
https://temp.johnaugustswanson.com/product/storm2020-poster

give the gift of

HOSPITALITY
A $10 donation covers a one-year subscription to Hospitality for a 
prisoner, a friend or yourself. To give the gift of Hospitality, please 
fill out, clip and send this form to:

Open Door Community 
PO Box 10980
Baltimore, MD 21234

___Please add me (or my friend) to the Hospitality 
mailing list.

___Please accept my tax deductible donation to the 
Open Door Community.

name: ___________________________                                          
address: ___________________________                                        
 ___________________________
 ___________________________
email: ___________________________                                           
phone: ___________________________                                         

Murphy’s Journey into 
Illness and Solidarity reveals 
the arduous struggle for healing 
from cancer in her body 
and cancer in the body politic.
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 In Memory of Barbara Schenk  continued from page 1

Murphy Davis

mainly because she would give it away to people and organi-
zations that asked her for help. She and I had many conversa-
tions about how much money she still had in her account 
toward the end of the month and could I give her some funds 
to buy cigarettes. 

Barbara enjoyed her independence living at Phoenix 
House, but occasionally she would ask the Open Door if she 
could come and stay there for several days. These are the 
times when she was asked to start writing thankyou cards. 
This was a very important part of the Open Door mission and 
Barbara was dedicated to helping with the work. She also 
participated in all the house activities including yard cleanup, 
Holy Week worship services held on the street, demonstrating 
with the other house members and friends against war and the 
death penalty, helping with preparations and serving the holi-
day meals and giving out mail to homeless folks who were 
using the Open Door as their mailing address. 

In the 1990s Barbara reconnected with her faith. Her 
family had converted to Catholicism when she was a child 
and she attended Catholic schools. She embraced the Catholic 
Church with her whole being and became a member of Our 
Lady of Lourdes Catholic Church in the Old Fourth Ward in 
Atlanta. Praying for the homeless and prisoners was a large 
part of Barbara’s commitment. She never forgot a name or 
prayer request for someone suffering or in need. She gave a 
donation to the church every month from her $50 stipend. 

One of Barbara’s proudest accomplishments was finally 
being able to stop smoking. Mental illness is not easy to live 
with and smoking is an additional aid many people use to 
help them cope. She knew it was not good for her and the 
house encouraged all its residents to give up smoking because 
of its unhealthy effects. In 2011 she was finally willing to 
give it up. She worked extremely hard to do this. Her only 
regret was not sitting in the yard or on the front porch to share 
a cigarette and conversation with her friend Winston, who 
also lived at the Open Door. Winston became not only her 

hard enough for him to get off the streets and get clean, and 
he could manage to stay clean if he could stick to this routine 
he’d found. He liked being by himself and running the big 
dishwasher. But that was all he could manage. He didn’t 
want anybody to tell him what to do, he didn’t want any 
unpredictability.

Somehow, Barbara managed to charm him. He was 
willing to do anything for her. She didn’t walk well, so he 
would walk her places, go get things for her, get her a chair 
and things like that. In “return” Barbara would nag him about 
taking his medicine and help him with all kinds of other 
things. Winston might not have been able to read, so Barbara 
could help him in that department. They were both smok-
ers, so they’d go out on the porch and smoke together, they 
laughed a lot together and I’m sure they really enjoyed each 
other’s company, even though there was a lot of teasing, too.

Before the Open Door Community closed, Barbara 
moved to a long-term care facility. Winston initially went 
to live with a sister, but I’m afraid he’s back on the street. A 
friend of mine in Atlanta who also volunteered at the Open 
Door Community used to visit Barbara until Covid and told 
me he also would see Winston at a soup kitchen at a church 
where he volunteers.

Last summer, Barbara was diagnosed with Covid. 
Though initially it appeared that she had recovered, she never 
really did, and recently her health rapidly deteriorated. She 
died December 10. If there is a heaven, Barbara is there now, 
healthy and happy, along with several other dear Open Door 
Community friends, most notably her dear friends Murphy 
Davis and Mike Vosburg-Casey.  W

Charlotta Bright Norby is a retired death penalty lawyer 
who lives in Kentucky. She’s a longtime friend of the 
Open Door Community who volunteered for many years in 
the soup kitchen, on house duty and in the office. 
(charlotta58@gmail.com)

In Memory: Wheeler smoking buddy but also a great help to her, bringing her cof-
fee, doing her laundry and helping her take walks around the 
neighborhood. 

As Barbara aged her mobility decreased and she started 
using a cane and then a walker. Women living at the Open 
Door helped Barbara with her daily needs, but she eventually 
needed more care than people living in the house could pro-
vide. Health care workers were found to help Barbara with 
bathing and dressing. 

The year before the Open Door closed, Barbara moved 
into Sadie G. Mays Nursing Home. There she was able to 
receive the help she needed. When I would go to visit, Bar-
bara would speak to both staff and residents in the halls and 
always called them by name. There was not a person she met 
that she didn’t remember their name. Every time I took her 
to a doctor’s appointment, the first thing she asked the health 
care worker or intake person was their name. Names were 
important to her. Giving out mail at the Open Door was one 
of the jobs Barbara was asked to do. Many homeless folks 
used the Open Door address as a mailing address. As some-
one would approach her to ask if they had any mail that day 
there were very few times she didn’t already have it in hand, 
having recognized them before they told her their name. 

Now Barbara has gone to be with the other souls who 
occupy a special place in heaven. I know she was greeted 
by Murphy Davis and Mike Vosburg-Casey to name just 
two and I know she called out to everyone she knew by their 
name. Barbara touched many lives and will be remembered 
by those who knew her as a servant and beloved friend.

Blessed be the life of Barbara Schenk. Call her by her 
name.  W

Anne Wheeler has been a friend of the Open Door for over 
30 years. She worked as an administrative assistant for the 
Open Door and assistant to Murphy Davis. For the past 27 
years she was friend, representative payee and eventually the 
health care agent for Barbara Schenk. 
(awwheeler47@comcast.net)

In Memory: Norby

Calvin Kimbrough

Murphy Davis

Murphy Davis

Barbara  ¡Presente!

Barbara: 1992

Barbara: 2003

Barbara with Winston Robarts: 2010

Barbara: 2015
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Dear Murphy,
It was so emotional to receive a letter from you so many 

moons after you left us on this green earth.
I imagine you soaring with the angels and dancing with 

the stars. Thank you for being such a beautiful example of a 
life well lived, and for your unending dedication to helping 
those in need.

We send big hugs and so much love to Ed and Hannah 
and all of your loved ones. We miss you dearly!

Love & Light & Blessing
Susan Silverman & Richard Roati 
Tucson, Arizona

Hello Ed,
We are grieved to hear of the loss of Murphy. We 

received a signed copy of Surely Goodness and Mercy and 
have read it, well most of it. So sad yet thought provok-
ing — “Indeed, every death watch felt like an invitation to a 
broken heart.” As well as being honest and truthful — “I am 
not sorry for the preferential treatment … These interventions 
happened because of personal relationships … What hap-
pened with me should not have been an aberration.”

Then bringing it home — “This is a system without a 
human heart, and it fuels the power of death and oppression.” 
We enjoyed your poignant remark — “Rich people pay with 
money, poor people pay with time.”

Such an inspiring story for us; a voice for the voiceless. 
Thank you so very much.

Peace and blessings,
Katie Kelso and John Yevtich
New Orleans Catholic Worker

Dear Ed,
We deeply respect the courageous lives that you and 

Murphy have lived. She and you have cared with such 
ground-breaking creativity working with marginalized 
people. We are all better for having Murphy as a part of the 
Atlanta Community. Our thoughts are with you, Hannah and 
your family as you grieve the loss of Murphy and as her spirit 
lives on.

Love,
Don and Judy Bender 
Atlanta, Georgia

Dear Murf,
Just sending a quick note to tell you how much I 

have enjoyed and learned from your book. It reads just 
like you talk!

I am still laughing at your mom’s dying 
declaration that she couldn’t get your friend to vote 
Democratic! 

I was and still am one of those MBC [Mary 
Baldwin College in Staunton, Virginia] classmates who 
was always questioning. I have remembered so vividly 
walking back to Spencer with you after we heard 
Stringfellow speak at First Presbyterian. I was whining 
about why we couldn’t have his energy and love and 
light all the time, especially on campus. You stopped 
me in the library patio and said, “But we do, it’s in us 
all the time. We just have to open it up and let it out.” I 
have been pondering that for 50 years, and finally think 
I understand it. Thank you!

Another thing I learned is how loving and gentle 
your Ed is compared to his Eduardo writings.
  Lorra Hines
  Scarborough, Ontario, Canada

In an age of intolerance, compassion can be dangerous. Pillar 
of Fire captures the stunning witness of the medieval mystics 
known as Beguines. Amid the intrigues of kings and knights, 
against a panorama of church corruption, Crusader campaigns and 
Inquisition trials, these bold women followed their faith and broke 
all the rules.
 

“Joyce Hollyday weaves a fabric of adventure that gallops across 
Europe to Sinai and back. Retelling the gospel story in a feminist 
key, Pillar of Fire is a compelling mirror for our own times and 
consciences.” —Elaine Enns and Ched Myers, authors, Healing 
Haunted Histories

“This profound epic tale will move you to tears, incite your 
righteous anger and inspire you to create authentic community. 
Reading it is like taking a deep spiritual journey.” —Nancy Rue, 
author, The Reluctant Prophet Trilogy

For more details and ordering information, please go to: https:// 
wipfandstock.com/pillar-of-fire.html. At checkout, use the 
code PILLAR for a 40% discount off the cover price. 

Announcing 

Pillar of Fire 
A novel by Joyce HollydayThe Great Tablecloth

Hunger is a cold fire. 
Let us sit down soon to eat 
with all those who haven’t eaten; 
let us spread great tablecloths, 
put salt in the lakes of the world, 
set up planetary bakeries, 
tables with strawberries in snow, 
and a plate like the moon itself 
from which we can all eat.
For now I ask no more 
than the justice of eating.

— Pablo Neruda 
1904-1973  
from Coalition for Prisoners’ Rights

Julie Lonneman

poetry corner

Rita Corbin

Dear Murphy,
You are indeed an inspiration. Your life to others has 

been a gift.
I knew of the Open Door through my dear friend Millie 

Deans, meeting when our daughter, now 45, first entered 
Montessori School. Millie and I were runners, she much 
better than me! Millie often talked of going to the Open Door 
to make beans, rice, and cornbread. Millie introduced me 
to Mary Sinclair. I never met Lewis, unfortunately. Mary 
sent me your book. There were identifications for me. I was 
a clinical social worker in the cardiac clinic at Grady the 
first years we moved to Atlanta. We knew Sam and Janis 
Newcome and family because their daughter Cassie and our 
daughter Cortney are best friends starting in high school. Don 
and I lived in Decatur 40 years until we moved to Portland, 
Oregon for eight years; and more recently moved here in 
Kentucky to be nearer family.

Our daughter Cortney Lollar teaches criminal law at 
University of Kentucky. She was a public defender in DC, 
then a Federal Defender in Atlanta. She will definitely ap-
preciate what this book represents, continuing to write and 
advocate. Our son, Daniel Lollar, is a trauma surgeon in Roa-
noke. He worked in several countries while training, includ-
ing India and Africa. He too will identify with the inequities 
in our health system.

Thanks to you and Ed, and the example of lives lived 
well for the good of those less fortunate, for those caught up 
in systems of inequity and injustice, bigotry and racism. You 
dealt with them all.

We continue to think of you in Baltimore.
Sincerely,

Miriam Lollar 
Lexington, Kentucky
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Rita Corbin

Hello,
I’m enthusiastic about Black Jesus, Dorothy Day and 

Martin Luther King Jr.
People be hiding that fact that Jesus was born Black and 

a lot of other information that we need to know.
So could you add me to your mailing list? I will read 

and share the material you send me with other people and my 
family.

Thank you for being real and may God bless you all.
 Peace,

   Thomas Huey Critton 
   Homer, Louisiana

  Prisoner

Dear Ed,
I had no idea that your beloved Murphy had passed. 

I received the 2021 calendar with her note. I read it once. 
Something was not right here. I knew she had been struggling 
with health issues for years and suspected that the day would 
come when she had given all she could.

But I hadn’t heard anything. I read her note again, and 
again. “As I depart …”

My most sincere condolences at her passing. You all 
wouldn’t know me from Adam. For many, many years I have 
been one of your silent, invisible admirers. The writings of 
both of you have fed my faith, my dreams, my anger. I am a 
Catholic priest, retired, and spent many years as a missionary 
in our sister diocese in the Dominican Republic (my diocese 
is Orlando). When the mail arrived by occasional visitor, I 
would save that evening to read the paper cover to cover. 
You and Murphy have been my light in the darkness, and 
probably everyone else would say the same thing.

I can’t imagine your heart at this time. I did just now 
see the YouTube of Murphy talking about her book. She said 
sadness was a bit of her unfinished business. I suspect you 
carry that in your soul, too.

Thanks for all the both of you have been about, and will 
still be about. I am the better for it. We all are. As Romero 
said, Murphy can say, “I will rise in the poor, the prisoner, the 
oppressed, the rejected.” What an Easter…in December!

Peace, 
Fred Ruse
Ormond Beach, Florida

Dear Ed,
It was a painful blow of grace and inspiration to read 

Murphy’s Oct. 18 letter with the new Open Door calendar. I 
finished her book in mid-November and have thought about 
it every day since. The two of you have been such torch 
bearers for me, as you have for so many, over the last 25 
years. I still remember the letter you wrote about Murphy’s 
first diagnosis, when you also said she told you that turning 
55 meant you needed to slow down to the corresponding 
speed limit.

Murphy’s book is a generous guide at one’s elbow for 
the walk through the valley of cancer and a broken medical 
system you all took together. You took that journey as 
vigorous strands on the vine of faith, bound as friends with 
Christ for justice. With the help of God, may more of us 
critters take the temple-clearing, foot-washing walk as well.

 Blessings and peace, brother,
  Thomas Arnold

  Andover, Massachusetts

Dear Ed, Hannah, Jason and Michaela:
We’re thinking of you and sending hugs across the 

miles. On Sunday, we planted a flower in the Columbia 
Seminary garden for Murphy. The garden is maintained by 
a community of students, refugees and immigrants. Next to 
Murphy’s flower, we planted a flower in Ed’s honor to keep 
Murphy’s flower company. Both are planted in a section of 
the garden marked “Gleaners Welcome.” There are photos 
here: https://photos.app.goo.gl/YEfW4ZpMY85yhwJeA. 

Eleanor dug the holes and sprinkled water on each one. 
Then we sang the Johnny Appleseed prayer and shared happy 
memories.

 Murphy’s flower: A variety of Shasta Daisy called 
“Darling Daisy.” It is a hardy perennial that will produce 
abundant blooms of daisies with golden yellow “eyes.” It is 
capable of thriving in many environments, is a favorite in city 
gardens and is heat tolerant. Darling Daisies are fragrant and 
will attract butterflies and bumblebees.

Ed’s flower: A variety of Meadow Sage called 
“Rose Marvel.” It is a perennial that will produce vibrant, 
deep purple and burgundy flowers that attract butterflies, 
hummingbirds and bumblebees. Meadow Sage is aromatic 
and has medicinal properties.

We love you!
Sarah, Will and Eleanor McVoy Moye
Decatur, Georgia

To: Ms. Murphy and Mr. Ed and Family,
Hello to you ALL there my dear friend Ms. Murphy, I 

am writing this letter to you and Mr. Ed and to your daughter 
Hannah, and her family also there. I want you to know Ms. 
Murphy that I did receive your book when I received your 
last letter to me. Ms. Murphy I sent you a Thanksgiving 
Greeting and also a Christmas Greeting to you all there. As 
well as a letter from me. Now Ms. Murphy I have sent a card 
to you that has all the guys that is in the L Building L1 Pod, in 
the Faith Base, and that we all do send to you all the love and 
care for each and every one of us. I want you to know Ms. 
Murphy that the Lord Jesus Christ will keep you in his arms 
in Heaven. You and Ed and Hannah all are in my prayers! 
You are a very special soul in my life, and you always will be.

All ways your friend, 
Ms. Murphy, thank you for the book that you wrote, I 

will always keep it God Bless!!!
May the Lord give you peace always.

Troy Tyree 
Abbeville, Georgia
Prisoner

Dear Ed,
Praise God for Murphy’s life and the love, the walk of 

many paths together, and the respect for each other you all 
lived. We love and mourn Murphy with you, and for your 
broken heart for missing her so, your soulmate & joy.

May God be your “green pastures and still waters” 
as He carries you through and restores your soul and body. 
God bless you always during your ups and downs, and 
with time, we are praying for more ups for you, as Murphy 
would do.

We weren’t able to successfully leave a message on 
zoom, but we appreciate all friends and family that hosted, 
sang and shared in Murphy’s service, especially Rev. Mac 
and wife as he challenged us, “Now it is our time!”

So grateful that you have invitations to lead zoom 
meetings for “Surely Goodness and Mercy.” God has His 
Hand on you!

We pray you will join a grief support group. What a 
loving ministry, and your presence would be so cherished.

Love & prayers for you,
Mickey & Rita Salter
Flomaton, Alabama

Mama Bear is merely sleeping until that “great gittin’ up 
morning.” We who followed her life of giving through many 
years are both grieving for your family but joyful that she’s 
through with “procedures and pain.” 

I would love to have several of her books to give to 
friends. You didn’t specify a price. So send me a few. I 
can order more later. I’m part of the Glad River Church at 
Mercer. Ed, I feel sure you were with Murphy when she and 
Will ordained Randy Loney to be a chaplain for death row 
prisoners in Jackson. We were at Joe Hendricks’ cabin in 
Tolbert, CO. We didn’t have a name for our church, which 
was required, so we chose the Glad River from Will’s book, 
and Psalm 47.

She had a beautiful smile!
Love, 

Myrl and Tom Trimble 
Lizella, Georgia

Dear friends at the Open Door Community,
I continue to think of you and pray that the loss of your 

beloved community member may become a deeper reliance 
on the ongoing love of those who have gone into new life 
before us.

Liz McAlister 
New London, Connecticut

The Box
                                                                     
The Cross
Christ’s bursting forth from the tomb on Easter was a howling 
wind, but it did not uproot the tree of the cross.
Robert Smith
United States

Evil
The only thing necessary for evil to triumph is for good people 
to do nothing.
Edmund Burke

Be Free
The great spiritual task facing me is to so fully trust that I 
belong to God that I can be free in the world — free to speak 
even when my words are not received; free to act when my 
actions are criticized, ridiculed, or considered useless; free also 
to receive love from people and to be grateful for all the signs 
of God’s presence in the world. I am convinced that I will truly 
be able to love the world when I fully believe that I am loved 
far beyond its boundaries.
From Beyond the Mirror, by Henri Nouwen
Sent to Hospitality by poet Steve Rhodes 
Charleston, South Carolina


