
Lenten Testimony, 3/4/2020, St. David’s Episcopal Church (Dana Blackman, senior warden) 

 

I am Dana Blackman. My husband Ryan and I and our daughters Nora and Isla started coming to 

St. David’s in 2014 when Nora was one year old. This past weekend while I attended Annual 

Council we were charged by our new Bishop to share our own personal stories, so I want to talk 

today about my personal faith journey.   

 

I was baptized in the Episcopal church on Long Island and my parents were very involved in our 

parish. The priest and his wife became my parents’ best friends and their children became my 

sister’s and my closest cousins.   

 

We moved off Long Island to a small town on the Pa/NY/NJ border when I was three and we 

struggled to find a church that fit.  We tried at least three Episcopal churches, a couple 

Presbyterian and a Methodist was thrown in there I think before we settled on a Presbyterian 

church in the next town over.  

 

My experiences there shaped my views on children in church. We kids were made to feel we 

belonged there right from the beginning. Two very specific memories I have are of being in the 

“Star Choir,” the youngest children's choir.  I was probably 6 at the time when one particular 

Sunday before we sang, the director, Don, had us crawl from the back of the church under the 

pews all the way to the front.  The murmur and laughter of adults who now had small children 

scrambling underneath them spread like a wave until we made it up to the front to sing. It was 

like a kids dream come true. I can’t tell you how many times I really wanted to crawl under all 

those pews and here we were doing it in the middle of Sunday services and it was okay!  Another 

time, Don had us all find our favorite place in the sanctuary to sing one Sunday - some of the 

kids sat on the deep window ledges, a couple went under the alter table, some into the choir loft, 

some in the big chairs the pastor sat in.  I chose to sit on top of the organ which was situated 

behind the altar looking out over the congregation.  I have a distinct memory of being up high 

and looking out over the whole church and feeling like I was home. We kids weren’t just there to 

be seen and not heard, we were a part of this place. It was ours just as much as the adults and we 

had something we could contribute to our church family.  

 

Right before I started middle school my parents began searching for a new church.  The pastor’s 

sermons were turning more and more political and we weren’t happy there anymore. My sister 

suggested the Catholic church that her best friend attended. My parents had both grown up 

Catholic so we decided to give it a try. Coincidentally, this was also Ryan’s home church, but we 

just didn’t know each other yet.  

 

That summer, my sister and I took a crash course in Catholicism. Everyday after softball camp 

we’d walk over, dirty and sweaty, to one of the elementary school teachers houses and she 



caught us up on all things Catholic so we could get into the confirmation class starting in the fall. 

The oddness of sitting in my third-grade teacher’s kitchen for a good chunk of the summer was 

about all I remember from that time. 

 

At the end of the summer we had our first confession, and first communion. After my confession 

I was supposed to say three Hail Mary’s and one Our Father except I couldn’t remember the Hail 

Mary so I just kept saying, Hail Mary full of grace, Hail Mary full of grace. God I’m really sorry 

I don’t know this!”  And threw in an extra Our Father just to be safe. The Hail Mary turned out 

to be much shorter than I thought because when I got back, Fr. Turi said, what took you so long?  

Then we got our first communion and my parents were remarried right after that. Now we were 

all officially Catholic. Oh, and by the way, this was also the summer when I started going with a 

friend of mine to her evangelical bible church youth group. Talk about a clash of Christian 

cultures. 

 

Even though my introduction to Catholicism was chaotic, Fr. Turi’s sermons touched me in a 

way that none ever had. The messages he shared were so simple and down to earth that it felt like 

they were meant specifically for me. I could actually feel God’s presence in my soul for the first 

time. I had always believed in God, but I had never truly felt Him.  And at youth group when we 

sang together, I would get goosebumps from what I can only assume was the Holy Spirit being 

with us. The youth pastors would talk to us about how Jesus is with us always, no matter what 

we do, no matter the mistakes we make, He loves us and He’s here for us and he wants us to love 

others. Fr. Turi’s messages were the same. It all opened my eyes to how simple it was that Jesus 

loved me. Enough to die for me and that He loves me more than I could comprehend.  

 

My faith was simple, easy.  All these different church experiences showed me it didn’t matter 

where I was, but that God was everywhere.  There were different styles of worship, but they all 

had the same message, that Jesus Christ loves us and we should love each other just as he does. It 

was so simple. I wasn’t following a particular doctrine. I was developing my own relationship 

with God from all the things that I had learned.   

 

In high school, my best friend was really involved with the youth in the local Episcopal diocese 

and she dragged me to several diocesan retreats weekends, two called Christophany and one 

Happening. I was pretty shy so this was intimidating to me, but while there I releveled in my 

faith and my wonderful relationship with God with all these other youth.  It was at the 

Happening weekend when my accountability as a Christian came flying to the forefront.  

 

That was where I had my first experience with a healing service and laying on of hands. I was so 

uncomfortable watching it, but also loved the idea of everyone supporting each other.  I didn’t go 

up to put my hands on anyone.  I just watched, panicking about when it was going to be my turn. 

Then a boy went up and no one went to put their hands on his shoulders. I stood there, rooted in 



my spot thinking “I should go up there. He’s all alone.”  But I didn’t move. I knew what I 

SHOULD do, I knew what was right. But what would other people think of me? I just stood 

there and then, finally, another kid went up and then a whole surge of kids went up. I think we 

were all thinking pretty similarly, but I felt so guilty that I couldn’t do this simple act for this 

boy, and I couldn’t take back my lack of actions or make up for it. When it was my turn the 

priest asked me what I would like her to pray for and I just said for strength. She prayed for me 

and I felt other kids' hands on my back but didn’t feel like I deserved to have them there.  I 

prayed too, for God to give me strength to stand up and do what was right the next time the 

moment arose. I felt very unsettled after this. It was the first time my convictions were tested and 

I failed.  It of course wouldn’t be the last, but it stands out very clearly as a turning point in my 

faith journey.  

 

It didn’t get easier. College was hard for me socially. Academically it was great, I loved learning 

and studying, but I didn’t fit in anywhere.  I made so many mistakes trying to figure out who I 

was supposed to be. I kept asking God to forgive me, but then I’d go and do it again.  I knew I 

knew better, but just like at Happening, I’d stay rooted in my spot, unable to do the right thing. I 

thought God must be so disappointed in me and figured I had to figure this out on my own. I also 

was discovering that sin may be forgiven, but it doesn’t mean that it doesn’t leave scars, and boy 

did I have a hard time with that. I’d pray for others, but I was off limits. I didn't stop believing in 

God, but I was pretty sure he stopped believing in me.  

 

It was a long time before I felt the familiar presence of God within me. Being lost for so long 

became just normal. I felt happy even. Ryan and I were getting married and starting our life 

together. My uncle, the priest who baptized me and married us said, find a church. Even if you 

guys have to go to separate churches, find the place where you feel you belong. We tried 6 or 7 

different churches, Catholic and Episcopal, until we found St. Paul’s Episcopal in Exton Pa. 

Pastor Maxine’s sermons were a breath of fresh air. We felt at home immediately. At the end of 

the service she said the blessing, Life is short, we do not have much time to gladden the hearts of 

those who travel this journey with us, so be swift to love and make haste to be kind, as we live to 

serve the Lord of Compassion. I think she added in that last part as I’ve never heard it anywhere 

else.  

 

Be swift to Love. The Lord of Compassion.  I felt this surge and the loneliness melted away. It 

was as if God was saying, I have never stopped loving you, welcome back.  

 

After about 5 years we moved here, and it again took us some time to find our church home but I 

knew how important it was.  Then we found St. David’s.  I was a new mom distracted by 

tiredness and a toddler and then pregnancy and a baby and toddler, and probably didn’t hear 

most of the services for the first several years, but I could still feel we were in the right place. I 

could feel God here and in my heart even through the distractions.  



 

As I was finally emerging from the fog that can be early motherhood, I started really noticing the 

troubles of the world. The overwhelming fear that something would happen to my family and I'd 

be powerless to stop it was debilitating. I didn't want to be strong enough to handle those things.  

I still don't.  To me, it was like there was a fine line between having a meaningful relationship 

with God, but not getting so close that He would ask me to do hard things. So I just stopped 

talking to Him. As before, I just stayed rooted in my spot. Afraid of what I might be called to do. 

Until one night after deciding I was going to lead worship for vestry and had no idea what I was 

going to do.  I was laying in the dark on the floor of the girls’ room and it was like He leaned 

over me and said hellloooo! We need to talk.   

 

I prayed about the vestry worship and for my own relationship and kept coming back to “find 

God in the ordinary things.”  Find God in the everyday.  I can ignore Him all I want but He's 

everywhere, no matter where I go or what I am doing. It’s still that simple. 

 

Life isn’t easy.  The weight of the world can feel suffocating, and I know just because I believe 

in God doesn’t mean bad things won’t happen. But He IS everywhere and He has the same 

message no matter where I seem to go. Some signs are so obvious it's like being smacked in the 

face with a billboard.  Others are so subtle I wonder if it is actually a sign from God, or just 

something I created myself. God loves us, and he wants us to love each other.   

 

Each part of our own personal journeys have led us to where we are today. Whether it was 

tumultuous or rather smooth sailing doesn’t diminish the relationship we have with God or make 

it better or less than anyone else’s.  We might not feel we have anything that earth shattering to 

say, but knowing each other’s stories strengthens all of us. It can bring Jesus’ love to someone 

who may need it. It can pull someone out of the spot they are rooted in. So share your stories. 

Talk about what God is doing in your lives and love each other just as He loves us. Because life 

is short. We do not have much time to gladden the hearts of those who travel this journey with 

us, so be swift to love, make haste to be kind as we live to serve the Lord of compassion.  

 


