


A B O V e ,

A L O N G,

I N S I D e , 

a n d 

T H R O U G H

Poems , Pra ye r s ,  a nd  Re f l e c t i o n s

L i s a  W a g n e r - C a r o l l o

P h o t o g r a p h y  b y 

C h r i s  C a r o l l o



Above, Along, Inside, and Through
Poems, Prayers, and Reflections
Copyright © Lisa Wagner-Carollo 2017

Foreword: Jim Forest
Photography: Chris Carollo
Editors: Annalise Raziq and Adept Content Solutions
Interview: Mary A. DuQuaine
Cover and Book Design: Nelson Kane

Some names and identifying details have been changed to protect 
the privacy of individuals.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, 
stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form or by any 
means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or other-
wise without the prior permission of the publisher.

For permission requests, write to the publisher, at the address below:

Ayasofya Press
332 S. Michigan Avenue
Suite 1032-A43
Chicago, IL 60604
USA

www.aya.press

Library of Congress Control Number: 2017957387
ISBN-10: 1-944510-04-4
ISBN-13: 978-1-944510-04-6
ebook
ISBN-10: 1-944510-05-2
ISBN-13: 978-1-944510-05-3

First Edition

Printed in the United States of America



This book is dedicated to my parents, Richard and Shirley Wagner

and

to my husband, Chris Carollo



2 3

h  P r e f a c e

March, 1992. I sat on the edge of a narrow twin bed in a tiny 
room. The window was open only slightly, and a soft breeze 
lifted a blue curtain. My feet rested on the brown-and-beige tile 
floor, my hands on my knees. I looked at the swirl of brown and 
beige on the tiles. I breathed in the serenity in the air. I looked 
up at the white wall and down at the red, blue, green, and yellow 
patchwork quilt on the bed. I heard a dog bark a block or two 
away. I heard voices in the hall. This brick building, on the west 
side of Chicago, had formerly been inhabited by a group of young 
and eager Catholic sisters who packed this building in the 1950s. 
But now, it was inhabited by a group of young volunteers who 
assisted the few remaining Sinsinawa Dominican sisters in their 
work. They called themselves the Connections Community. My 
dear friend, Lisa Simone, lived in this house.

A week before, I had wept as I told Lisa of my exhaustion and 
how I felt besieged by my countless commitments. We sat in 
a café, and I rattled off my litany of responsibilities: living full 
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time at St. Catherine’s Catholic Worker with formerly homeless 
men and women living with AIDS, touring the country with my 
one-woman show on Dorothy Day, teaching a theater class to 
adults with developmental disabilities at Esperanza Community 
Services, and working fifteen hours a week at Tobias House, 
a group home of Esperanza. Lisa looked at me with her dark 
Sicilian eyes and listened, grounded and compassionate. As 
the words swirled between us, we discerned that I needed to 
temporarily eliminate at least one of my commitments so that I 
could regain my grounding and regain strength. She immediately 
suggested that I come to stay with her community for a couple 
of weeks, temporarily moving out of the Catholic Worker house. 
As I reached into my bulging purse for a wadded, already-used 
Kleenex, I silently nodded in agreement. She said she would check 
with her housemates to make sure there was a room available and 
let me know as soon as possible.

Now, seven days had passed, and I sat on the narrow bed. The 
room was almost silent.

The air was still and serene. I breathed another deep, full 
breath, and let this new, almost foreign peacefulness sink into 
my belly. The infinite to-do list that continuously haunted me 
seemed to recede and disappear into a corner of this tiny room. 
As the army of demands seemed to retreat, I began to realize how 
tired I was. I was a husk. I was dried up, brittle, and empty. I was 
completely charred.

I stared at the floor and wondered how I had come to this 
place. For many years, I had felt a deep call to serve. Thirteen years 
before, as a fifteen-year-old, sitting on the edge of a lake in the 
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middle of the Ozarks, I had fallen in love with the Divine Spirit 
and had felt led to leave all behind to love. And now, this grand 
call had gotten me here—listening to a dog in the distance and 
sensing the gargantuan shakiness of my spirit. I had given and 
given, feeling that this giving of myself was my call. But, if I was 
called, why was I now so lost, shaken, and empty? I lay down on 
the bed, still relishing the peace but also aware that I needed to 
set a course for healing.

Two weeks later, I returned to the Catholic Worker House 
and continued my discernment. One quiet evening, I sat at our 
lumbering, oak dining room table and shared with one of the 
other Catholic workers my new awareness and need for healing. 
Unexpectedly, I began to speak of the Tacoma L’Arche community 
in Tacoma, Washington, where I had experienced many joyful 
days visiting fellow L’Arche assistants. I had been an assistant for 
two years at L’Arche Heartland in Kansas City, sharing my life 
with adults with developmental disabilities, and I had often gone 
to Tacoma for vacations and retreats. As I spoke of the Tacoma 
community, a light ignited inside of me. I suddenly knew that 
if I returned to Tacoma and committed myself to an extended 
retreat, I could begin to heal.

Early October, 1992, I arrived at L’Arche Tacoma’s prayer 
house, Hope Spring, for a forty-nine-day retreat. Often, people 
have earnestly asked, “why forty-nine days?” The answer is 
simple: two months before my Tacoma sojourn, I had disen-
tangled myself from all of my Chicago commitments, moved 
back into my parents’ house to earn money for the retreat, and 
had given a month and a half of my life to Crum and Forster 
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Commercial Insurance as a temp. Through my daily collating 
and copying, I had saved $490. The retreat center charged ten 
dollars a day. Consequently, I had just enough cash for a forty-
nine-day retreat.

I spent my forty-nine days taking long walks in the insistent, 
almost daily rain, journaling, meeting with my spiritual director, 
praying in the center’s chapel, and simply wasting time with God. 
I didn’t have any post-retreat plans, so the first two weeks were 
spent fighting off anxiety and thoughts that screamed, What 
have I done? What am I going to do after this? After finally making 
friends with this unease, I began to let go and to see my life in 
sharp relief. One night, I sat and gazed at the stars and realized 
that without all of the duties that I had let define me, all I had 
left was the Divine—and myself. I scrawled a poem in my spiral 
notebook called “Me, God, and Stars.” Deep in my core, I began 
to consider the idea that this essential “beingness” might be 
enough.

After my Tacoma retreat came to a close, I took a Greyhound 
bus to the Nestucca Sanctuary, a retreat center on the coast of 
Oregon. Two weeks before, a priest friend in Tacoma, Fr. Bill 
Bichsel, had placed an envelope holding $35 for bus fare into my 
hand. He radiantly smiled and said, “You just gotta see it.”

Nestucca was a Jesuit-run center situated on a peninsula and 
also served as a wildlife sanctuary. At Nestucca, I encountered 
dew-drenched ferns, towering fir trees, creeping moss, and 
gentle fawns and does, quietly bent over, chewing grass. All of 
the insights, quiet revelations, and epiphanies I had experienced 
on my Tacoma retreat sank even more deeply into my spirit.
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One bright afternoon, I stood on the farthest edge of the pen-
insula. The green abundance laughed all around me, surrounding 
me like a wave of bursting life. Below, a clear river wound its way 
to the ocean, and, only a few hundred feet away, in the distance, 
the wild sea crashed against towering black rocks.

I stood there, and remembered the brown and beige tile floor. 
I remembered my dried-out, exhausted soul, and the narrow 
twin bed. I remembered myself, trying too hard to please and 
accomplish. The waves crashed against the rocks in the distance, 
and I realized that I was no longer dried out and hollow, but 
that once again life and fecundity surged through my being. I 
realized that all of this harsh expectation that I had swallowed 
whole and internalized—this expectation to please—and to “get 
things done”—to prove myself—all of it was a lie.

Life—true, full, abundant, crazy life was mine—no matter 
what I did or didn’t achieve.

Over these last forty-some days, through walks in the rain 
and quiet nights in the candlelit chapel, I had looked through 
the glass of my life. I had seen the tangled knots of fear and 
unhealthy drive, but I had also seen the gift of the Divine and the 
utterly amazing mystery of my own existence. As I stood there, 
surrounded by so much splendor, I felt as if my initial epiphany, 
sitting under the stars in Tacoma, had wonderfully ripened and 
fully taken root.

It’s been more of a journey from that revelatory moment on 
the peninsula in Oregon to the birth of this book. My experi-
ence there brought into sharp relief the tension I have often felt 
between my undeniable awareness of our Divine Genesis and 



 

2 8

the sometimes agonizing “push and pull” of everyday life. After I 
returned to Chicago, I continued to sometimes float—but often, 
stagger—through my daily experiences. I continued to move 
above, along, inside, and through traffic jams, irritable store 
clerks, loyal friends, peaceful evenings, stubbed toes, cherubim 
children on the train, long, soothing embraces, and sleepless 
nights. And, through these doors and turned corners, I believe 
the Divine was there—and is here—holding and guiding me as 
I move through each day, even during the times that I have felt 
utterly alone and spiritually orphaned. This book is simply the 
murmurings that have emerged from this daily living. Some of 
the words were written on a bus, some on retreat, and others 
were expelled at the end of a long, frustrating day. I could’ve 
kept them in a cardboard box in my closet (where many of them 
have been—tucked away in spiral notebooks), but, over time, I’ve 
developed a sense that others could benefit from reading these 
words—at least this is my prayer.

Maybe you will find some comfort in these words, at the end 
of your own long day, or perhaps you can open to a page while 
sitting in an airport when your flight has been delayed, and the 
fingers of frustration begin to scratch. Or, maybe you can open 
to a particularly relevant poem while sitting on the edge of your 
own peninsula, away and alone.

I encourage you to use this book in a way that is meaning-
ful and helpful to you. It is divided into four sections. The first 
section, Above, meditates on the elusiveness and closeness of 
Divine Mystery. The Along segment explores relationships with 
others and all of creation, and Inside searches and probes the 
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inner journey. The final section, Through, examines the quest 
for healing as we move through life experiences that are deeply 
painful—experiences that we doubt we will ever survive.

As I’ve inferred, you don’t necessarily need to read this book 
straight through, but you may simply open to a poem, prayer, 
or reflection that you find particularly relevant to your current 
life experience, as joyous or tangled as it may be. If reading is 
not what you desire, simply let your eyes fall upon one of Chris 
Carollo’s photographs, and allow the image to brush over you or 
sink deep within.

The murmurings and images on these pages are now yours to 
hold as you move above, along, inside, and through the mystery 
and surprise of your own unique journey.
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