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Abstract

Formally organized and publicized in 1997, the Prayer Shawl Ministry movement arises out of feminist theologies that seek to embrace the divine feminine and celebrate women’s experiences. This paper is part of an ongoing study of theological concepts and commitments, both assumed and explicit, that undergird Prayer Shawl Ministry (PSM) groups in settings across the religious spectrum.  An analysis of the primary and secondary literature raises questions about how PSMs understand their activity in the face of the situations into which it is inserted -- situations where outcomes frequently cannot be controlled. Prayer shawls are made by hand by ministry participants, then given to recipients identified through either formal and delineated processes, or through serendipitous encounters.  The purpose of the prayer shawl reflects the maker’s understanding of how such an object intersects with the occasion perceived in the recipient: as a healing talisman, evidence of caring, a tactile blessing, or a memento of a significant moment.  Reports from the movement’s documents stress divine guidance in the identification of recipients, choice of materials (such as a particular color that turns out to be meaningful to the recipient), and timing of the gift.  Victoria Cole-Gallo, one of the movement’s founders, expresses this orientation toward and belief in divine direction: “When you open your heart, people who need shawls will start showing up in your life” (Christiansen 2006).  Meaning is also discerned in outcomes, but movement participants embrace a wide range of evidence that their work has been effective -- not just miraculous recovery. The movement thus draws participants’ attention to both ends of the spectrum of agency.  In handcrafting a prayer shawl, the maker exercises agency and creativity, even mastery, bringing into existence a new concrete reality from the application of skilled labor over time to constituent materials.  When relinquishing that shawl, an occasion imbued with meaning through rituals either formal or informal, attempts are made to pass along a particular set of concepts, emotions, or bonds of relationality with the gift.  However, control over the object’s use, meaning, and effectiveness is also relinquished, and participants then seek signs of their agency not in particular hoped-for outcomes, but in the relationships so forged, signalled, and sought.  Whiteheadian notions of decision, aim, and perishing are effective ways of categorizing and conceptualizing this striking attempt to affirm and celebrate both active and receptive poles of the creative flow. As humans seeks wisdom to live with what they cannot change (in the past, and in present forces beyond our recall), the Prayer Shawl Ministry provides a model of a theology emerging from the concrete process of making, giving, hoping, and reflecting.  This theology celebrates our co-creativity with the divine and insists on our agency, but assigns neither to us nor to the divine the power to escape fate, locating instead the intersection of divine and human activity in altered internal relations and connecting these intrinsically with material interactions.

