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When I was a young teenager, I read the book
F o r e ver by Judy Blume.My mother had for-
bidden my sister, H e a t h e r, and me to read it,

but we did any way. I remember hiding the book under
my bed and reading it late at night when I was supposed
to be asleep.Heather and I had heard that the book
included explicit descriptions of sex, and we we re, o f
c o u rs e, c u rious about it.To my mother’s cre d i t , I think
she wanted to read the book firs t
so she could decide on its appro-
p ri a t e n e s s , but we decided not to
wait for her.

When my mother found out
that I had read the book she
voiced her disappointment, t h e n
a s ke d ,“ We l l , did you unders t a n d
i t ? ”

“ Ye s ,” I said, d i s p l aying the
typical embarrassment and Mom-
yo u ’re-so-stupid attitude for
which teenagers are know n .T h a t
was the end of our conve rs a t i o n .
That was the end of my sex talk.

U n f o rt u n a t e l y, I did not
u n d e rstand what I had re a d .
L a t e r, when I teased my mother
for slacking on the job—“I had
to learn eve rything on the stre e t ,”
I told her—she re s p o n d e d ,“ B u t
you read that book!”

“But I didn’t unders t a n d ! ” I said.
“But you said you did!” she re p l i e d .
“I was embarr a s s e d .You should have told me . . . .”
“ You should have told me” is the phrase that inspire d

the leadership of Pre s by t e rian Women in Newton Pre s-
by t e ry to create a re t reat for girls and the women who
l ove them.

Getting It To g e t h e r
Sometimes it only takes one voice to inspire a

c rowd—or in this case a steering committee.The idea of
c reating a re t reat for girls that re c og n i z e s ,a c k n ow l e d g e s
and celebrates their transition into womanhood was pre-
sented to the PW Coordinating Team of Newton Pre s-
by t e ry.T h ree women immediately vo l u n t e e red take part .

L i s a , a ve ry young-looking and -acting
gr a n d m o t h e r, S h e rry, a mother with
teenage gi r l s , and Connie, a mother
with pre t e e n s , joined me, the mother
of a terri f i c, if sometimes terri bl e, t wo -
year-old gi r l .We all had stories of aw k-
wa rd n e s s , re gret and “ G e e, I wish
someone had      
told me.”

“My mother told me to [avo i d ]
kissing a boy for as long as possibl e,”
said Lisa.“But then when I kissed a
b oy, I found out I really liked it. I wa s
s c a red and confused and didn’t feel like
I could really talk about it with my
m o t h e r.”

Blessed with hindsight and experi-
ences we didn’t want to repeat with
our own childre n , we sought to cre a t e
a safe space where mothers (or other
l oving adult figures) could talk with

their girls about sex, their bodies and the
g l o ries and pains that come with sexuality
and re l a t i o ns h i p s .

The first thing we learned was how much there is to
i n c l u d e.D u ring our first brainstorming session, we came
up with a long list and agreed that we simply could not
do it all.We knew that most schools do a good job of
educating children about contraception and the whole
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s p e rm - m e e t s - t h e -
egg thing. P l u s ,i t
was important to us that this re t re a t
be accessible to as many women as
p o s s i bl e, so it needed to be bri e f.We
d e t e rmined that a 24-hour re t re a t
( b e ginning Fri d ay at 4:00 P.M. a n d
ending Saturd ay at 4:00 P.M.) is an
easy getaway for most wo m e n .

Our first homework assignment
was to find out if anyone was alre a d y
doing what we we re talking about
d o i n g .Although I had many helpful
phone conve rsations and exchanged
s everal emails, I learned that no one
was doing exactly what we wa n t e d
to do. But there we re people inter-
ested in helping us, and from our
interactions came new ideas. By our
next meeting, a title had emerged—
Girls Becoming Wo m e n :R i t e s ,
Responsibilities and Reality.

The Retre a t
The re t reat begins with a celebra-

tion of wo m e n ’s bodies changi n g
f rom infant to toddler to girl to
woman to cro n e.The media’s images
of beauty are expanded to include all
of God’s good cre a t i o n — s h o rt ,t a l l ,
t h i n ,w i d e, s l e e k ,l u m py, fa i r, d a r k ,
f re c k l e d ,s t re t c h - m a r ke d , ro bust and
d i m i nu t ive.

Then participants are divided into
t wo tracks—one for adults and one
for gi r l s .The adults meet with a
counselor who specializes in the are a
of teenagers and their emotional
d eve l o p m e n t , someone who is quali-
fied and pre p a red to answer adults’

questions about how to talk about
sex with their children and how to
field their childre n ’s questions.

• H ow do I answer my daughter
when she asks,“ H ow old we re yo u
when you lost your virgi n i t y ? ”

• H ow do I tell my daughter to do
as I say but not what I did without
sounding like a hy p o c ri t e ?

• What if I think she’s too young 
to handle my truth? When will 
I know ?

• Do I ask her questions when she
comes home from a date?

• T h e re ’s part of me that doesn’t
really want to know what she’s
d o i n g , but am I abdicating my ro l e
as a parent by remaining silent?

At the same time, the girls meet
with another capabl e, we l l - t r a i n e d
adult to discuss the joys of sex, i n t i-
m a c y, p regnancy and motherhood.
Did anyone ever tell you what yo u ’re
going to feel like when yo u ’re
a roused? That sex is one of God’s
good (no, great!) gifts to humankind?
That hormones can flood your brain
and carry you away to “The Land of
Unintended Consequences”?

Pa rticipants come back tog e t h e r —
grown and growing women—to talk
about re s p o n s i b i l i t y, p ro m i s c u i t y, d i s-
c re t i o n , sexual violence and
u n wanted pre g n a n c i e s .The sexual
dynamics in our culture need to be

n avigated care f u l l y. It is impossible to
c over all of these topics thoro u g h l y.
Sexual violence on its own re q u i re s
an entire re t re a t .But our intent is to
open the door to discussion and cre-
ate an ave nue of comfort for future
c o nve rsations that may arise fro m
confusion and fru s t r a t i o n .

N e x t , the girls and women spend
time one-on-one, talking about
w h a t ’s on their hearts that they ’d like
to share with one another.Then our
d ay ends with a meaningful ri t u a l .
The women form a small circle and
stand facing outwa rd ,s u rrounded by
a larger circle of the “ girls becoming
wo m e n ,” facing inwa rd .A ribbon is
placed at the foot of each gi r l ,l i ke a
t h re s h o l d . In the center of the circ l e
of women are small soapstone stat-
u e s , each depicting a mother holding
the hands of a young daughter. E a c h
woman takes a turn selecting a statue
and sharing with the group one gi f t
that her mother gave her as she tran-
sitioned from girl to wo m a n .T h e n
each woman turns to the girl she
accompanied on this re t reat and
s h a res with her the hopes she had
b e f o re the girl was even born .

The women take one step closer
to the girls and share one thing they
have learned from this girl since her
birth.Taking another step, the
women share one wish they have
for this girl who is becoming a
woman.Then each woman gives
each girl the gift of the soapstone
statue as a symbol of her hopes and
dreams for her and her future.The
girls are then invited into the circle
of women.As they cross the ribbon
at their feet, the girls say,“If I ever
have a little girl, I will tell her of the
gifts I received from you.”The
women and girls turn inward, form-
ing circles of strength—standing
shoulder to shoulder and arm in
arm. Participants close in prayer,
thanking God for the gift of our
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bodies, our sexuality and the sup-
port of other women who love us.
As they depart the circle, the girls
lift their ribbons and enter the
world again, alongside the women.

A retreat such as this will change
each time it’s held, depending on

the ages and personalities of the par-
ticipants.The purpose, however,
should remain the same—to cele-
brate womanhood, provide oppor-
tunities for straight talk about the
potentials and pitfalls of sex, and
allow adults to find guidance for

sharing their values and answering
some tough questions.

Robin Miller Currás is the pastor of
Wharton United Presbyterian Church in
Wharton, New Jersey, and serves as
spiritual life coordinator for Presbyterian
Women in Newton Presbytery. She is

In conjunction with the Pre s byterian Camp and Confe rence Center of Newton Pre s by t e ry, Camp Jo h n s o n b u r g ,t h e
re t reat described in this article will be held for the first time Fe b r u a ry 25–26, 2 0 0 5 . Please lift this re t reat and its part i c i p a n t s
in praye r.

—Robin Miller Currás
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