CSSV Women’s Retreat – “Rest for your Soul”
27 – 28 May 2011

Catholic Social Services Victoria organised this special retreat for women working in the social services sector. It was held at Janssen Spirituality Centre in Boronia and our Retreat Director was Carol Dyer.
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Twelve women gathered around 5pm at the centre all with an open mind and heart to what would enable them to feel valued, respected and loved. As most walked in after a busy day and an even busier week and having had to negotiate their way through what seemed to be an endless amount of traffic jams, the sense of relief upon arrival was quite palpable. Finally they could surrender themselves to the care of others and thus totally focus on their inner well-being.

At dinner there was an instantaneous bonding within the group. Soon the dining room was filled with hope, expectation and sheer delight of being around people of kindred spirit. Strangers soon became friends feeling comfortable in their sharing.
After the meal we gathered in our special holy place where each woman voiced their expectations for the weekend whilst lighting a blue candle. This was followed by a lengthy meditation on the colour blue – the colour of silence and relaxation. Afterwards most retreated to their rooms to journal and a few nourished themselves with a cuppa before also heading off for a good night’s rest. 
No sleeping in, though, for this group as we gathered the following morning at 7.30 for Tai Chi. This meditative exercise was followed by breakfast. The morning involved much sharing, reflection and work on the Mandorla. At midday two full hours of silence was adhered to allowing participants to listen to their inner voice. By becoming conscious of the elements surrounding us, including the food we eat we can move beyond the distraction of the outside world. It gives us the opportunity to be in conversation with our God, whether this is by means of journaling, drawing, praying or even sleeping.
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After sharing our experience of the silence within the group we had a guided meditation in which we shared our special gifts with our partner. There was much laughter and delight when we recognised part of ourselves in what attracts us in other people and things. At the end of the afternoon all participated in a special liturgy incorporating the evening meal. This was followed by more sharing and a closing ritual which was absolutely beautiful. By this time the group was as one and we were all able to express some special gift that we could take away with us from this special time together.

Naturally, we couldn’t just part our ways so we retreated to the dining area for drinks and light supper. Lots of laughter and chatter soon filled the air. Some women left later in the evening and about seven departed the following morning. However, all felt as though they had been at the centre for a week, which indicates that they were able to totally emerge themselves in this experience.

The women who attended this retreat are totally committed to their work as well as their families. They all have demanding jobs in various community services areas such as palliative care, counselling, chaplaincy, schools and disability services. It is rare for them to have any quality time for themselves in order to reflect on their lives – where they have been and where they are headed. That is why it is even more significant that they can hold on to a momentous experience or item that will be able to bring them back to their experience of nurturing their soul. We certainly hope they do so often.
Emmy Silvius

