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Dear Friends

As I am working on this issue I have just returned from four days at 
Woodbrooke with other members of Quakers Uniting in Publications. 
This international group meets to work together on various forms of 
publishing in the Quaker world, to find out what is being done and how 
we can jointly spread the word. Many copies of Quaker Life’s Journeys 
in the Spirit were commented on and taken away to be shared with 
others working in the same field in other Yearly Meetings. The booklet 
mentioned in the last edition by Simon Best and Paul Levy, Sharing our 
stories, was also of great interest, as, I’m pleased to say, was Quaker Voices.

I am now looking forward to the new offices. By the time you receive 
this many of the offices in Friend House will have been moved. It will be 
a great change for us all. Changes are a challenge but they also offer new 
opportunities. Another delightful change is that Esther Gillingham has 
taken over doing the subscriptions. She can be contacted on 020 7663 1143.

This issue contains two very different spiritual journeys as well as a 
sharing of insights between two women of greatly differing ages. 

Annie Foster describes her journey as she accompanies her dying 
partner. She offers questions for Meetings to consider when they are 
confronted with a similar situation. How do we accompany someone on 
this journey? 

Rena Haines and Sue Hibberd explain how a service they offered 
through the Quaker Life Network helped them as well. 

Harvey Gillman offers us his Desert Island Discs, we hear about being 
spiritual warriors and we are able to share in a new form of exploration of 
Advices & queries – the wordle.

I hope that all of you are able to find something of interest in this issue. 
It certainly covers a gamut of ideas.

I hope to see many of you at Yearly Meeting Gathering. Please make 
yourself known to me

In friendship,  
Trish Carn, editor
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My Desert Island Discs
Harvey Gillman

Several Meetings hold ‘desert island discs-type’ 
evenings where Friends and attenders can get to 
know each other better by sharing musical favourites 
with each other. When I mentioned this recently to 
the editor of this magazine, she thought it a novel and 
interesting idea and asked me to put my thoughts on 
paper. From a sharing of music, we learn about our 
friends and their life experiences, and also encounter 
music we may not have known before. This has led me 
to consider how music has played a role in my life. 

I do not come from a musical family. Nobody played instruments, 
nobody listened to music at all, though my brother did develop a passion 
for the Beatles as they became popular in the sixties. I did not enjoy 
music lessons and was told to keep quiet during singing. The only music 
from childhood that I can remember is synagogue chanting, and Jewish 
music still stirs my soul. Nowadays, Sephardic music based on medieval 
Spanish ballads and Jewish worship music can have me dancing around 
the flat watched by two very perplexed and slightly intimidated cats. I 
listen to music with soul and body.

In my early teens I discovered the Third Programme (how quaint 
that title now seems!) and my life was transformed. I remember my 
mother coming into a darkened room where I lay on the couch listening 
ecstatically to a Mahler symphony, telling me that all my studies had 
finally turned my head. Listening to Mahler has always had for me the 
intensity of worship. At school there were one or two teachers who had 
subscribed to the Hallé concert season and when they could not go, they 
gave away their tickets to a few of the pupils. I recall my first visit to the 
Free Trade Hall in Manchester and the enormous excitement of listening 
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to and watching the Hallé play Rimsky-Korsakov’s Scherehezade. And the 
tickets were a gift! My family could not afford tickets to posh events like 
concerts. And then there were the Saturday nights in the dives of central 
Manchester where the folk revival was underway and Irish nationalists 
sang of their dreams. (I was largely ignorant of the politics then, but loved 
the music with its strong and mournful rhythms.).

Music thus is associated with memories of coming across new worlds, 
of being the recipient of the generosity of others, of feeling alive, of solace 
in hours of loneliness, of a discovery of my own individuality, of going 
out into the world. Whenever my partner and I have looked at a new 
house with thoughts of living there, the first thing which comes to my 
mind is how would this place be, filled with music. 

Music and the Quaker way have not always gone together, but I have 
met many musical Quakers. When I go to church with my Anglican 
partner, I find I cannot sing many of the hymns, because I cannot accept 
the words, but give me a Mozart mass or a Bach passion and I am close 
to heaven, though again the words would not be those I would use in 
my own worship. Music can do something to the words, making them 
floating symbols that are not tied to earthly literal meanings. Sometimes 
music feels close to silence; and silence can have the rhythms of a 
Schubert piano sonata – vocal ministry taking flight as song.

So what would I take to my desert island? It would be very hard to 
choose only seven pieces, but there would have to be: a Sephardi melody, 
Schubert’s Quintet in C (heaven on earth), a song by Jacques Brel, whom 
I discovered when living in France as a student and whose whimsical 
melancholy turns me upside down, some Breton folk music which I 
found once in Balham library and have used as part of a planned church 
service when I danced in the sanctuary, Beethoven’s Fidelio (if I were 
allowed a whole opera) as the cry for liberty is wonderfully expressed 
in the music of the chorus, Sibelius’ exquisite Second Symphony, and 
Bette Midler’s The Rose, which I first heard sung at a Quaker gathering 
in the States and which we played at our civil partnership. I would add 
a song – Leonard Cohen if I could – perhaps his Bird of the Wire or 
The Partisan: I love his gruff very human melancholy. And then there 
is Ella Fitzgerald. The list would go on. All these remind me of people 
and places. They move me and give me pleasure. They are all part of my 
spiritual development, taking me into myself and leading me out into the 
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world. They are part of the ups and downs of my life on this earth. They 
have made me rejoice in being alive and in the people I have encountered.

Harvey Gillman is a member of Sussex West Area Meeting.
PS: As for a book, perhaps a multi-lingual encyclopaedia, so that I could 
entertain myself learning lots of useless facts and play with vocabularies; 
and for a luxury an ethically made[solar-powered] iPad so that I can 
discover more music on YouTube!

The acceptance of the practice of music as a legitimate activity for Friends 
has been difficult because of the clear views expressed by early Friends. 
Solomon Eccles, a professional musician from a family of musicians, 
tried to burn his ‘virginals, fiddles and all’ and when the crowd tried to 
prevent him ‘I was forced to stamp on them and break them to pieces 
[because I saw] a difference between the harps of God and the harps of 
men.’ Similarly our founder, George Fox, says in his Journal that he was 
‘moved to cry also against all sorts of music ... [for it] burdened the pure 
life, and stirred people’s minds to vanity.’ With such a strong lead it took 
Friends until 1978 before Ormerod Greenwood could name this attitude 
an apostasy. Now we can say that Friends do not merely accept music, 
but that composing, performing and listening to music are, for many, 
essential parts of their spiritual lives. Evidence for this can be found in 
the experience of the Leaveners. The Quaker Youth Theatre has not only 
delighted but challenged us; and the first performance by the Quaker 
Festival Orchestra and Chorus of The gates of Greenham in the Royal 
Festival Hall in 1985 produced the largest British Quaker gathering – 
musical or otherwise – this century. Acceptance of music has gone through 
a number of stages: firstly it became acceptable for Friends to practise it in 
their daily lives; secondly they felt able to practise it together; and thirdly 
they have felt able to include it in their worship. There are a number of 
meetings now which recognise that music beforehand, whether listening 
or singing together, can help Friends prepare their hearts and minds; and 
some Friends feel that to perform in worship, whether spontaneously or 
in a prepared way, can enable the meeting to reach the deep centre which 
characterises meetings held in the light. Friends now acknowledge that we 
can hear God’s harps being played through ‘the harps of men’.

John Sheldon, 1994  
Quaker faith and practice 21.31
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A conversation 
with God
Gill Atkinson

When I was lost I lived in fear, and 
anger gnawed at my soul. I felt 
that I did not belong in this world. 
I had no purpose, faith, or hope.

When I was lost I focused on my misery and it grew a silent canker deep 
within. I felt that I was dying, and so chose to drown in wine and despair.

When I was lost were you there? Did you care?

You were too blind to see, too numb to feel my gentle touch. I waited until 
your wanton will had run its course of self-destruction.

When I broke into a million pieces, my soul was riven open and laid 
bare. Negative emotions were replaced by hope. Only then did I feel your 
gentle hand leading me.

I know, and you chose to allow it.

I was like a child again. I had to re-learn ways of thought, attitudes and 
behaviours long abandoned in my flight from the reality of living with 
myself. Self-will was splintered but the shards were still there to slice me if 
I stumbled from the path you had opened up before me.

This is true; which is why you had to tread slowly and with care, taking 
little steps for your tiny feet.

Now, I know I cannot live without you in my life, that I must seek thy 
will not mine.

Ah, but first you have to learn patience, and experience humility. Only 
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then can you reach out with honest gratitude and compassion for others. 
Beware complacency. Treasure past tears, and learn to love with an open 
heart. Do not judge until you have walked a mile in another walker’s shoes.

Together we can move mountains. Stay close to me, for I am a constant 
and you are a Child of God.

So what are you, God, what form do you take?

Child, I am the mystery of life itself. You can only know me by the 
kindnesses of your fellows, the miracles of nature and the elements.

 I am as elusive as the wind, and the breath of life itself. You may feel me 
in your heart, but never see me if you cannot recognise beauty. How can you 
comprehend the vastness of the galaxies? Yet be assured they exist and are 
as endless as time itself. Faith is born of trust in the unknown, that is all you 
need to commune with infinity whilst you are on life’s journey. 

Gill Atkinson is an attender at Peterborough Meeting.
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My spiritual 
journey 
Jasmine Perinpanayagam

I am very grateful for this 
valuable opportunity to reflect 
on my journey and see some 
of the meaning it has for me and to be able to share it 
with you as in one of my favourite advices: Advice 5 
‘Take time to listen to others’ experience of the light… 
and do not be afraid to share your own’. I have tried to 
look at the light in my life and the dark and then to see 
the light in that dark and what I may have learned.

As a very young child in Blackheath in London, I was surrounded by love, 
vibrancy and a strong sense of religion in my Anglican family. God was a 
shining presence I prayed to and God and Jesus were light for me. I loved 
to sing and to dance and I sang All Things Bright and Beautiful in double-
decker buses. It was a golden time and I was happy with my family, 
friends, school and church.

When I was six suddenly my world changed from light to dark. We 
moved to the Doctors’ Quarters of the huge, old psychiatric hospital in 
Bexley, Kent, where my father got a job. I was very isolated, and it felt 
like I had lost everything I had, including spiritual nourishment, as the 
church was far away. I was bullied at my new school for being a loony 
from the loony bin, which was unfortunately right opposite the school. 

My refuge was a tea-chest of books I was given. I also loved classical 
music and then pop as the Beatles burst onto the scene, and danced my 
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heart out to both – my first solitary spiritual practice. There were great 
parties with junior doctors and nurses where we did the twist, and I 
roamed the huge hospital with my father. Though the time there was very 
hard it taught me to accept and not fear psychiatric illness, which was all 
around me – it was part of life and humanity. 

My world upended when I was ten and we moved again to Bromley and 
a new home and school where I made good friends and belonged again. 
Best of all we played on the nearby building site which was exciting, 
adventurous and dangerous as we climbed scaffolding, ran along narrow 
boards and jumped from great heights. That really helped to form my 
trust and faith. 

I resumed ballet lessons, which I loved, and verse speaking in which I 
competed – I learnt that you win some and you lose some and became 
used to speaking in front of large numbers of people. The verse speaking 
was a kind of spiritual practice for me as I tuned into what was deep 
within me to express it: a quality I use now in my storytelling. I also loved 
listening to pop music on Radio Caroline and Radio Luxembourg, which 
was mainly very happy and cheerful or very soulful. And then I went to 
the Girls Grammar School, which I loved at first. 

My father’s seeking meant that we not only went to the local Anglican 
church but also to the Salvation Army and the Baptist church. It was good 
to experience other Christian religions but I didn’t feel inspired by them. 
I loved a huge children’s bible I was given where I learnt many of the 
stories, and also singing hymns at assembly every day, which means that I 
still know many by heart. But I didn’t feel very connected to God or pray 
at all. 

At thirteen I was devastated when my parents began having huge 
arguments, never physical but they felt violent and very frightening to 
me. I felt suddenly very alone again, insecure and felt I couldn’t confide 
in anyone. Having been a star pupil I now rebelled at school and was not 
doing my homework or studying. My light again was the distraction of 
books, music and friends.

At fifteen I started attending the Methodist church where two of my 
friends went – the chief reason being to meet boys at its youth club. It felt 
like a little miracle when I met my first boyfriend at the youth club and 
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we spent six happy and fairly innocent months together, going to parties 
every Saturday, and seeing David Bowie every Sunday at the local arts 
laboratory he founded. 

But at sixteen I again felt very alone as I now didn’t have a boyfriend 
and all my friends were now occupied with theirs. My parents’ troubles 
continued and school did not inspire me in the least. I had become 
confirmed out of duty but then stopped going to church altogether. I 
completely cut the cord with religion and with God. My saving graces 
were progressive rock music and great literature, classic and modern, 
which enabled me to feel the deep emotions which were welling up in me. 
I fed on the extremes of emotion and on new ideas, which I now see were 
my true education, and just what I needed during my late teens though it 
felt so painful then. 

I longed to leave home and all its tensions, go to university, be 
stimulated, make new friends and hopefully find a boyfriend. Amazingly, 
I worked a bit harder for my A levels and got into university in London 
and it was all I hoped it would be – talking late into the night, parties, 
listening to music together, good friends – some of whom I still know 
today. I also learnt more about socialist politics and equality, and I danced 
several times a week. I even met Richard who became my boyfriend and 
whom I thought I loved deeply and would marry. It was only many years 
later that I realised it was just a fantasy and that I knew nothing about 
love. 

I was shattered when we split up in the second year. I was nineteen and 
fell into a black hole which I filled with alcohol, which I had not touched 
throughout my first year, and cannabis. They both helped to dull the pain, 
as did a string of boyfriends who never lived up to Richard. The light here 
was that the alcohol and cannabis helped me to loosen up and turn from 
someone shy to someone very outgoing and popular, albeit in a falsely 
inspired way. 

But I was in a spiritual wasteland during university and for many 
years afterwards, with no true sense of God or spirit or faith. When I left 
university I knew I wanted to work for a charity. The strong principles 
in my family were of service and they still held true so the spirit was 
working within me though I was not aware of it. I didn’t want to amass 
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money either. So I worked for ActionAid for some years and then had 
several other jobs, none of which felt like my purpose in life. 

The spirit for me was still in music and dance and in song again as I had 
joined a choir which travelled the world a bit – another riot of alcohol, 
drugs and sex as we were all young and full of lust. But this was balanced 
by gorgeous spiritual singing in places like Westminster Abbey, St Paul’s 
Cathedral, Westminster Cathedral and many other churches. Spirit must 
have been looking after me because no harm ever came to me (except 
emotionally) and I met men (who were still really boys) but were all good 
people. It was also looking after me as my cannabis -smoking had to drop 
to weekends only so I could work effectively. Additionally, at twenty-six, 
after a night of heavy drinking, I had a seizure and was advised to drop 
my alcohol intake, which I did gradually over some years. 

My parents continued to have problems, which I mediated, and I 
became used to my father’s expressions of anger and rage and even started 
using anger and rage myself to match his. It was effective as a way of 
then getting him to calm down though it doesn’t seem very nonviolent. 
However, he taught me, and I now see, that the full honest expression of 
anger and rage, and learning not to be hurt by anything said in anger, is a 
good peacemaking tool – far preferable to keeping feelings in and trying 
to talk reasonably about things when you don’t feel reasonable. This may 
only work for some people – my mother was too frightened by anger to 
deal with it in this way.

When I was thirty-three, my father died. Though I still miss him and his 
zest for life and work, his death was a relief to my soul – as the tensions 
along with some of the fear and insecurity lifted and it helped me to 
re-align with Spirit. I began to seek – reading about Native American 
spirituality, which was meaningful to me as it spoke of the spirit and 
sacredness in all things including stones and trees. God was Great Mystery, 
or Great Spirit,which I preferred, though I still did not believe in God. 

I practised Zen Buddhist meditation, which gave me deeper peace 
within along with T’ai Chi. I read the Tao of Pooh – a wonderful book 
which explained Daoism simply and clearly – ideas such as trusting 
the universe, surrendering to the flow of life, not trying to make things 
happen or plan so much, and asking the universe for help. I practised it 
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and found it worked – I started to get true inspiration and ideas to run 
workshops and give talks as a freelance management consultant, which I 
now was. Whereas before I was unconfident and stilted – now everything 
flowed. 

I even read new-age books which spoke of a Higher Power and of 
loving myself and I started to do this and found I really began to feel a 
love for myself I had not previously felt, and which I could now give out 
to others more; and soon I had my first truly loving, fulfilling relationship, 
with Steve, a very loving and giving partner. 

I was fortunate to travel all my life and experience many cultures and 
religions, including my ancestral Hinduism. I went to Jerusalem and felt 
the deep spirit and stillness within Al-Aqsa Mosque, formed by centuries 
of devout prayer. I also was touched when I read about Quakerism and 
its attempt to see that of God in, and thus accept, all. I felt that if I ever 
believed in God I would go to a Quaker Meeting. Though nowadays not 
believing in God would not stop me going. 

Five years later I fell into a huge void – I had given up my work and 
didn’t know what to do instead, Steve and I split up and I was growing 
apart from my friends, who did not have the same spiritual leanings. 
I felt very alone again. I went to visit my closest friend, who now lived 
in Australia, and he and I fell out in a big way. I felt so totally alone and 
desperate that I called out to God and said, ‘if you are there, God, please 
help me’. There was no blinding flash but I felt able to just carry on.

A few days later I had a deep experience as I walked alone around 
Uluru – Ayers Rock – at sunrise. It was a glorious, very powerful 
experience of feeling at one with all things – I was a part of it all and had 
no fear and no shame. At last I knew I totally belonged. I knew I would be 
all right if I was totally alone and that I could absolutely trust this feeling, 
which was of great encompassing love, and I felt totally loved as well as 
safe and held. I named this feeling God and knew it was female, male and 
formless for me: a glimpse of Great Mystery and Great Spirit.

 I immediately went to Quaker Meeting, eighteen years ago, and the 
first ministry I heard was someone asking ‘What is God?’. Other people 
ministered giving their own unique experience of God, the Light, or 
Spirit. Then I knew I was in the right place. 
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I asked myself what it would mean if I really committed to my 
definition of God? The answer that came in deep meditation and prayer 
was that this faith in, and commitment to, God would give me such a 
belief in myself that I could accomplish things that I would never have 
felt possible before. It would also give me strength and courage that I had 
often felt lacking

And so it was – I discovered story-telling, which totally fulfilled me 
as it was so spirit-led. Then I told stories while travelling in America 
and India. I lived in a spirit-led spontaneous way, not knowing my next 
step, waiting and trusting till the answer came. And all the different 
spiritualities I had encountered contributed to my trust in and surrender 
to God, which strengthened rather than weakened me.

Then five bereavements of those very close to me in three years broke me 
into bits – confronting me with many things I thought I had already dealt 
with in my life, but in a much bigger way. No one understood the depth 
of my pain and grief. I felt totally alone again. And the only one I could 
turn to was God, who I would ask for help and then get some peace and 
strength from to carry on. Much later I found others who truly understood 
and were able to support me at Pendle Hill in America and Woodbrooke. 

The people I met during my year at the two Quaker colleges were 
incredibly supportive in helping me to express all the brokenness, pain and 
joy creatively, through weaving, story-telling, dance and song, and I started 
to heal. And, of course, I gained a very good grounding in Quakerism.

Celtic Christianity as described by David Adam supported me too and 
it was similar to the Hindu spirituality I encountered in India, where an 
awareness of and relationship to God was kept throughout the day, from 
waking, working, cooking, walking, to even performing, celebrating 
together by saying an appropriate short prayer and often repeating it. 
Doing this strengthened my relationship with God and my faith.

A favourite Celtic prayer I would repeat to strengthen me is: 
 Open my eyes that I may see Thy presence that is all about me,  

Open my ears that I may hear Your voice that is quiet yet ever near, 
 Open my heart that I may feel Your love God, close and real, 
 Open each sense, make me aware of the power and peace, always 

there.
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For years I was truly following the spirit and doing what I felt inspired 
to do – dancing, writing, storytelling, weaving, having friends to meals 
and creative gatherings where we shared songs, poems and stories 
plus the occasional big project (eg in prison). But I made a big mistake 
throughout because I thought that all that was not enough. I felt that I 
was not using all my gifts, occupying my time fully and that my service 
was not big enough or important enough – not for status, but so I could 
truly be of service to God or spirit. So for about ten years, instead of 
being content with what I had, I felt I was just marking time till the really 
big work came my way

I longed to facilitate groups, organise gatherings and large projects 
again. Then from 2008 onwards, after I had co-led the Quaker Youth 
Pilgrimage, which was a huge piece of work for me, I was offered one 
role after another and I was soon fully serving in the way I had longed 
to. I took more and more on and much later discovered that it was 
cumulatively too much for me. The difficulty was that it was all great work 
that I was grateful for.

The biggest loss was my friendships, as I had too much work to 
maintain them, so this time I was alone and isolated through my own 
doing. I also thought that it was the spirit working within me when I 
worked faster and ideas and words came quickly and easily to me once 
more. But I also felt more and more anxious as I had too much to hold in 
my brain, and I may have mistaken this anxiety too for spiritual energy 
that kept me going on and on. It started to have a serious effect on my 
physical health through long bouts of flu amongst other things.

So I had to totally reassess my life and see what is most important. And 
it is Love and connecting with strangers I meet or friends and family; 
and Happiness – noticing or creating moments of joy, savouring or 
dwelling in them and being grateful for them; and not to be distracted 
into forgetting either of these by what I used to consider ‘important work’. 
I am also learning not to want more – and that means more of anything: 
work, stimulation, peacefulness!

I need to keep recommitting to love and to happiness and most of 
all connecting to God or Spirit in a deeper way in the stillness and 
mindfulness again which always used to support me. I am also learning 
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that I don’t need to try to use all my strengths. We all have a number 
of strengths and gifts but we each have some core strengths and if we 
identify and really focus on those, then we can fly. 

I know that my faith and relationship with God needs to be cultivated 
daily, if possible, through meditation, prayer, worship, tai chi, being in 
nature – to listen within, in stillness, for truth – my own and God’s. 

I love worship-sharing as it provides a very safe way of sharing the 
essence of things that are deeply heartfelt, thus bringing us closer 
together. My vision for the future is to find more ways for us to create 
peace, happiness and warm, loving connections with each other, using 
worship-sharing. Talking about our experiences of the Light or Spirit 
can really help to achieve this and build our faith, strength and courage 
together. 

Then if we feel so prompted, we can speak out (also together), by seeking 
truth with power – identifying those we wish to speak or write to who 
would be the most effective for our purposes. Then use all our Quaker 
ways (including Meeting for Worship for Business), which we can uniquely 
offer to the wider world and which are so effective as ways of listening and 
speaking, in order to understand each other, and from which new solutions 
can emerge which create harmony and draw us closer together.

Jasmine is a member of South-East Scotland Meeting

7. Be aware of the spirit of God at work in the ordinary activities and 
experience of your daily life. Spiritual learning continues throughout 
life, and often in unexpected ways. There is inspiration to be found all 
around us, in the natural world, in the sciences and arts, in our work 
and friendships, in our sorrows as well as in our joys. Are you open to 
new light, from whatever source it may come? Do you approach new 
ideas with discernment?

Advices and queries 7 
Quaker faith and practice 1.02.7
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On 
seeking  
to know 
the 
kingdom 

of heaven among us, and 
healing and wholeness 
through learning about the 
kingdom of God
Lucy Davie and Nan Elliott

These two Friends met regularly, over a number of 
months, exploring together what Quakerism means to 
them. Lucy summarised some of these conversations 
in this article.

What did Jesus of Nazareth mean when he said: ‘the Kingdom of God 
does not come to you with your careful observation, nor will people say, 
“here it is”, or “there it is”, because the Kingdom of God is within you.’ 
(Luke 17: 20 – 21)

Early Friends knew well when they felt the Immanence of God among 
them, referring to these times as ‘covered’ or ‘gathered’ Meetings. Jesus 
promised that ‘for where two or three come together in my name, there 
am I with them’. (Matthew 18: 20). But what is this presence, at times 
experienced in Meeting for worship? Is it a glimpse of the Kingdom of 

Nan Lucy
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Heaven, also called the Kingdom of God, the reality that other spiritual 
and esoteric writings and religions and philosophies call variously 
by different names, but all meaning a momentary experience of the 
transcendental, which is the ultimate goal of so many religions and 
spiritual paths and disciplines?

For British Quakers practising silent worship as a collective corporate 
priesthood of believers, experiential knowledge of the ‘presence in the 
midst’ is something most people who go regularly to Meeting have 
experienced at least once in their personal journey. For so many people, 
it is this sublime experience of the Immanence of God that keeps them 
coming to Meeting for worship. 

The obvious question now for the seeker is: how can this experience 
of ineffability be accessed as a regular, twenty-four hours, seven days a 
week experience? Who does the work at Meeting for worship to pray for 
everyone to feel this presence of sublime peace resting over the gathered 
Meeting? Is it necessary to be accomplished in one of the many practices 
of mental quietness, such as meditation, contemplation or cognitive 
silence? What do we mean by these, if we are to define our terms to 
facilitate dialogue? Can a map be drawn together, from the writings of 
Friends across Quaker history – a sort of traveller’s or seeker’s guide 
to what the Beatitudes (Matthew 5) call variously ‘seeing God’, ‘the 
Kingdom of God’, ‘the Kingdom of Heaven’ and so on? Is it still possible 
today for contemporary Friends to recapture the experience that early 
Friends encountered when they called themselves ‘Children of Light’ and 
‘Children of Truth’?

What do we need to do to break through to experience Grace during 
our practice times of mental silence, prayer and upholding? Well, as 
one of the Peace churches, Friends generally try to live lives of relative 
harmony with the natural world and embrace pacifism, choosing lifestyles 
that personally, socially and politically advocate peace. For example, they 
will often choose ethically motivated vegetarianism and environmental 
ecologically sustainable lifestyles. Recreations are often chosen to 
encourage the reality of experiencing what is sometimes called ‘infused 
Grace’ in Friends’ lives. They will organise their personal world guided 
by the paradigms and values of behaviour such as love, service, integrity, 
working for the collective common good.
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John Woolman, the Quaker mystic, seer and social reformer, describes 
his own experience of religion as ‘purity, faith and guidance’, expressed 
outwardly in ‘righteousness and mercy’. His testimony of religious 
experience, for ‘those whose spiritual experience is the Kingdom of God’, 
promises ‘quietness and assurance for ever’.

Now, knowing the personal and corporate practices and adjuncts that 
help to bring an experience of the sublime Immanence of God to the 
gathered Meeting, what can we do to co-operate with this experience of 
Grace? What is the map, or handrail, or guidepost for entering into the 
corporate and individual silence?

Today, Friends choose to call their experience of religion ‘the Quaker 
Way’. The term ‘way’ is analogous with many and various systematised 
spiritual paths – the various schools of Buddhism, Hinduism and 
mystical Islam, the different types of yoga, martial arts and the additional 
and various schools of meditation and mind training. Regarding Quaker 
silent worship more specifically, early Friends saw their silent worship as 
‘tarrying’, that is waiting for the Lord to move among them and empower 
them with ecstatic speech to encourage one another; to share their 
personal experience of how the Bible scriptures came alive for them; and 
to encourage themselves in the good works of social reform.

Their meditation or silent prayer had less to do with seeking to achieve 
mental states of what we would call today ‘meditation without seed’ (for 
instance, cognitive silence) as the practices in Buddhism or yoga, and 
more to do with striving for an encounter with the personhood of God 
in whatever way their reading of the Bible scriptures encouraged them. 
In this way the early Quaker seekers, many of whom became successful 
in ethical business, worked out in their lives the reality of the parable in 
the New Testament: ‘Seek first His Kingdom and His righteousness and 
all these things will be given to you as well.’ (Matthew 6: 33). As they 
did, so can we seek and find ‘the sanctification of the God of peace’ (I 
Thessalonians 5: 23) which brings harmony into people’s lives, and ‘the 
peace of God which transcends all understanding and guards your hearts 
and minds’ (Philippians 4: 7), edifying and blessing us and helping us to 
live life in all its fullness as we are encouraged to do by Jesus of Nazareth 
in the Bible.
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Following on from this, Advices and Queries 2 (1964 edition) urges us 
to ‘Be faithful; be patient, be in earnest to fulfil your service as messengers 
of truth. Feel the power of God in one another, drawing you together as 
He draws you to Himself.’

During the weeks that we two met together, over a period of six 
months, to talk about the Quaker Way and worship, we realised 
how much our lives had been touched and guided by being Friends, 
with access to the immense wealth of spiritual treasures and Quaker 
testimonies both past and present. It was because of this that we both 
experienced the same heart-felt longing that all Friends (and friends) at 
our Local Quaker Meetings should, together with us, encounter the same 
peace and joy that we felt embracing our lives in our shared silence and 
reflection.

May the promise of peace in the prophetic era, as described in Isaiah 
65:25, ‘the wolf and the lamb will feed together…they will neither 
harm nor destroy my holy mountain, says the Lord’, become a reality 
for everyone, as referred to by Jesus at the beginning of his ministry. 
May God’s grace touch all our lives that we may together ‘seek to know 
those things which are eternal’ and continue our personal and corporate 
spiritual journey in the company of other Friends.

Lucy Davie is an attender and Nan Elliott is a member  
of Sheffield and Balby Area Meeting, 

5. Take time to learn about other people’s experiences of the Light. 
Remember the importance of the Bible, the writings of Friends 
and all writings which reveal the ways of God. As you learn from 
others, can you in turn give freely from what you have gained? While 
respecting the experiences and opinions of others, do not be afraid to 
say what you have found and what you value. Appreciate that doubt 
and questioning can also lead to spiritual growth and to a greater 
awareness of the Light that is in us all.

Advices and queries 
Quaker faith and practice 1.02.5
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A framework for 
solace
Susan Robson

The (Long Term) Framework for Action was presented 
as a great innovation that was going to change 
everything for the better. But despite reading the 
paperwork, talking with the recording clerk till late 
at night, helping plan and listening to Yearly Meeting 
sessions I still couldn’t work out what real difference 
the framework would make. Until suddenly last autumn 
the mystery became clear. Since then it has seemed 
more like a flexible, supportive and collaborative 
network than a fixed framework. Like the third man 
in the parable of the talents, people often say ‘we 
cannot possibly make a difference’ and bury both 
inspiration and aspirations. This story tells how the 
Framework encouraged us to add practical application 
to inspiration, to collaborate in a multilayered network, 
and to multiply our modest hopes.

But to start the story we need to explain what it was like for some people 
and groups before the Framework came into being. In the late 1990s a 
member of our Meeting went with Stop the War campaign to Serbia. 
She discovered a small organic gardening project run by refugees, trying 
to eke a living. A Clearness Meeting, Preparative Meeting and Monthly 
Meeting recognised the wish to support this as a concern, and we all 
wondered what to do next. We thought it was just the sort of thing that 
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‘Quakers’ (those at the centre, at Friends House) would want to do and 
wrote to Quaker Peace and Service asking for any help and guidance. 
We experienced the reply as disappointing;  and here they gave us a 
few possible contacts, but the work was not the sort of thing they were 
committed to at the moment and definitely no money. So we set to and 
raised enough money to help considerably, but at the same time it felt as if 
we were in some way working against the Quaker grain and were lacking 
a blessing. That was then.

This is now, in a different Meeting. Just over a year ago Jo came to 
Meeting in her running kit – not unusual. When you juggle a young 
family and a job you have to combine your opportunities for running 
and religious observance. She asked us to sponsor her on the Great North 
Run. As our only newcomer in the Meeting, and the only person under 
sixty-five, we were keen to cosset her and promised to learn how to use 
Just Giving to sponsor her. Jo’s money was to go to solace, one of the many 
organizations working with asylum seekers in Leeds, of which she was 
a trustee. (There is a cartoon showing refugees struggling to find Leeds 
groups, such as Pafras and Lassun and Retas, in their English dictionaries. 
These are acronyms. Solace is the purpose and name of a voluntary 
organisation, deliberately spelt without a capital letter and is shown in 
this article italicised without a capital letter.)

Our Meeting, Otley, is very small, meeting in three different Friends’ 
houses once a fortnight. One of us is a first-generation refugee. Two years 
previously the oldest member, Lois Hockley, had died, at the age of 102, 
and left the Meeting a legacy. This was experienced as a challenge: there 
was no property to upgrade or maintain, and the Meeting lived within its 
means. But Lois had trusted the Meeting to do something good with her 
money. In her later years she had received some financial grants and the 
Meeting thought it would be good to use her money to support similar 
schemes, a sort of recycling process. But we couldn’t find a project for the 
elderly which looked as if it could use the money in the near future – it 
was almost a case of ‘we can’t give it away’. So we took a breather, and 
waited for way to open. We reminded ourselves of the parable of the 
talents (Matthew 25:14). We did not want to bury this money but to make 
it multiply. And then Jo turned up in her running kit.
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 We began to learn about solace. We asked the people in solace what 
they particularly needed money for. Friends had been supporting all 
the refugee organizations for some time; we wanted something slightly 
different, which would make a difference There was a one-year pilot 
project to extend counselling to children and young people as well as 
adults, but it was teetering on the brink of withdrawal for lack of funding. 
The treasurer who told us turned out to be the Quaker who had met Jo at 
a board meeting and first told her about Quakers. He said that a seedcorn 
donation would probably help attract other funds to this threatened pilot 
project. (Other funds, particularly Comic Relief, have now promised 
enough to assure the future of the project.) We realised that to change 
our focus from the elderly to the young would suit Otley Meeting 
well. Because we have no physical space to offer for children, or young 
company, we know that local Quaker families go elsewhere to Meeting, 
in fact, we advise them to do this, and we are rather sad about it. But 
perhaps now we could express our interest and care for that age group, 
even though we would never see the recipients. 

Solace was set up in 2006 as a ‘service to offer counselling, advocacy and 
complementary therapies to people who have suffered multiple traumas 
both before and after fleeing their home countries.’ Some of us found the 
simpler words of the case histories too painful to read, and hard to listen 
to. For example, at Area Meeting we were told solace helps a client who 
escaped from the Congo after her husband was murdered, she had been 
gang-raped in front of her children and their house had been set on fire. 
The children need help as much as she does. Perhaps as displacement 
activity we picked away to satisfy ourselves that this organization 
was properly run. The pain of the life stories was mixed up with the 
complexities of cultural expectations and varied languages. Interpreters 
brought their language skills but had to learn about the conventions of 
therapy and understand mental illness experiences. We were reassured to 
find solace’s expertise has made it a recognised training provider in this 
field in West Yorkshire. 

In the local Meeting we agreed that we would give most of the legacy to 
solace, over two years, and that we would apply for a QPSW (Quaker Peace 
& Social Witness) grant to match the contribution. This immediately 
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kicked us into multiplication mode. Our Area Meeting does not think it is 
well endowed, so we did not ask it to contribute as a body. It supported the 
fundraising in principle, but merely passed on an invitation to individuals 
and local Meetings to join in and send their contributions through the 
Area Meeting treasurer. The diversity of response was impressive. Some 
funds were dug out of trusts, others were collected on Sunday mornings, 
Christmas cards were sold for the fund, one Friend ‘gave up the booze’ 
for Lent, another did a sponsored cycle ride. Because Otley only meets on 
alternate weeks the clerk was free to visit all the other Meetings and talk 
with Friends about the project and how they could join in.

And this was not just the movement of money, it was also the 
movement of care and concern and celebration among Friends. We could 
say ‘that we became aware of the common spiritual base from which 
our action sprang, that we learnt from those who went before, that we 
brought together our prayer life and our practical life and expressed our 
faith and heard that of others’. (This is an adaptation of point Ai of the 
Framework for Action.) There had been no Testimony to the Grace of 
God in the life of Lois Hockley; she had died after a long period of ill 
health away from Meeting. But at the Area Meeting when the project was 
floated several Friends told of her life and how she had worked among 
disadvantaged young people in Bradford for many years. We all learned 
something. There was also testimony from other Friends about the 
excellent professionalism of the workers now at solace, based on when 
they had been colleagues together.

We owned the project in the Local Meeting and the Area Meeting, but 
then it began to have a presence in a wider context. First, it went to the 
board of trustees of solace to explain our commitment – and it turned 
out that about half the board were Quakers or quasi-Quakers, with 
connections in Quakers in Yorkshire, so in a way it was half a Quaker 
project already. Then it went to the City of Sanctuary faiths Meeting 
where the rabbi in an Arran jersey, a third-generation refugee, said that 
supporting projects like this was a ‘no-brainer’ for people of faith. Otley 
Meeting signed up to City of Sanctuary and entered the project on the 
list of faith contributions. This was put on the website by the Quaker 
volunteer webmistress. And finally the bid application was made to QPSW 
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in London – six pages prepared by a Friend with experience of making 
bids to public bodies. It fitted neatly into Priority E of the Framework for 
Action ‘caring for those dislodged from their family roots’. There was a 
bit of a crisis when QPSW asked for an authentically signed copy of each 
supporting minute; they tend not to exist in this electronic age. So one 
Saturday morning, with a grand tour of greater Leeds, each clerk was 
tracked down in their lair to apply old-fashioned pen to paper. And finally, 
the whole process was told to West Yorkshire Ecumenical Council, as an 
example of how Quakers work together with both money and concern.

We started in October 2010. In March 2011 we heard that QPSW would 
match-fund our contribution to solace. This felt like the affirmation of 
good and faithful service in which talents and skills honed in the world of 
work had been brought into use to enable Quakers to affirm and express 
their witness. We had been able to say: this is the sort of work and the sort 
of people that Quakers are concerned for, we have worked together to 
give more money than we started with, and we have learned how we are 
already giving care and service. And when we do it together it multiplies.

 Susan Robson is a member of Leeds Area Meeting.

How can the people of Ordsall, where I work, become our neighbours, 
our sisters and our brothers, especially when we do not know them 
personally? It is only through prayer and political action that we can 
affirm our love and demonstrate in the flesh that we do see that of God 
within them...

We have a variety of strategies for passing by on the other side: 
we manage not to know about such things, by living elsewhere and 
averting our eyes and hearts from information which might trouble 
us; some of us imagine that Biblical morality only enjoins us to direct 
personal charity towards those we encounter, having nothing to do with 
justice, with political action to change unjust structures… 

Jonathan Dale 
Quaker faith and practice 23.50
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My journey with Friends
Sybil Harvey‑Lago

My journey with Friends could not be more different 
to the one outlined by Oscar Wallis (Quaker Voices 
Volume 2 Number 2, March 2011).

Born into a family with no religious ties, I was sent to Sunday School. It 
wasn’t until adulthood that I joined the Church of England. There were 
bells and smells at the small, city-centre church I attended. Life became 
colourful. Instead of thou shalt not, the emphasis was on thou shalt and 
get on with it!

A monk came to preach one day. I’d never met one of these before. 
He suggested my fiancé and I might like to go on Retreat to a Men’s 
Community. I was extremely miffed when, as a female, I had to sit in 
the gallery, whereas ‘himself ’ sat in the body of the chapel. Not a likely 
mindset for a revelation, it seemed. As I sat there, looking down on the 
men facing each other, so different in age, physical make-up, ethnic 
backgrounds, with first this side, then the other singing, and sometimes 
together, I was struck that in spite of their differences they were creating a 
beautiful whole.

That visit was followed by many, over a period of twenty-five years or 
so, to the Community of the Holy Name, a group of Anglican nuns then 
based in Malvern. Sometimes I went on individual retreat, or as part of 
a group, but on many occasions I used the place as a hotel, enjoying the 
countryside and the company of the nuns who, like the monks, came in 
all shapes and sizes, temperaments and life experiences but together made 
up a whole.

My favourite service was Compline, which I like to call Complan, as 
it’s the last office before bedtime. All the lights in the chapel, with the 
exception of the sanctuary light, were extinguished and there was a 
period of deep silence before the office.
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I also attended two ecumenical retreats led by Jean Vanier, a French 
Canadian Roman Catholic and former lecturer in philosophy. With a 
friend he took a ‘cabbage’ from an institution and set up home. There 
was no question of ‘we will be kind to you, poor unfortunate’. From this 
beginning grew l’Arche communities around the world, truly sharing 
life together. On one occasion, faced with a very crowded dining room 
at breakfast, I said to myself: ‘Well. I’ll give this one more day, then I’m 
off.’ I stayed! Do you get the idea that I have been a somewhat reluctant 
pilgrim? Lessons I learnt there, delivered with such humour and 
humanity, changed me.

Church attendance went on for some years. I was leading one of the 
house prayer groups when there was a false accusation against a friend, 
the leader of another of the groups. It seemed to me the support went to 
the parent making the complaint, who was an influential member of the 
church, while no support was given to the accused. Off I went in high 
dudgeon!

I can’t remember the stages that led to attending my first Quaker 
Meeting. There must have been many. All I do remember is sitting up 
in bed one Sunday and saying ‘I’ll go to the local Quaker Meeting.’ One 
Ministry I heard during this period, while on holiday, is still vivid. The 
speaker had a pronounced speech impediment, but was bursting to share: 
‘…beauty has no function, no utility. Its value is intrinsic, not extrinsic. It 
is its own excuse for being. It greases no wheels, it bakes no puddings.’

I became a member, attending Monthly Meeting held at various 
locations around the Midlands and working on the committee of the 
Peace Education Project and the periodic gatherings of enquirers and 
attenders. These days always started by people saying why they had 
decided to attend the gathering and the stage they had reached on their 
own journeys. I felt the sharing was a privilege.

I am fortunate to live near Woodbrooke. I signed up to Equipping for 
Ministry and completed a year. I now think it is right that the process 
can prove challenging. Disturbing incidents on two courses were very 
upsetting. Looking back I realise I could have tried harder to talk over 
what was going on, but had a feeling that the fault lay somewhere within 
me. What did I do? I left the Society.
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It’s so obvious now, looking back, that it was security I was after. I 
welcomed the ordered pattern of the Anglican church, with its regular 
seasons. I was there for a period of seven years.

A community project allied with a medical practice was established and 
I hoped passionately that patients, including the recently bereaved, the 
depressed and those recovering from addictions, would find solace in the 
church. It became evident that in all the busyness the vulnerable people 
would not find the quiet help they needed. Services too were busy, busy.

I still attended courses at Woodbrooke and volunteered in the wonderful 
library for over a year. There is such a lot of stress and spiritual seeking 
going on so, as it is not widely known among the general population of 
Birmingham, I sometimes went for lunch, taking some nine non-Friends 
with me on separate occasions. Perhaps they, friends or relations, may 
find a visit helpful at some time. The grounds are calming and one of the 
features I enjoy (as well as the food!) is the company at mealtimes. There 
are people on courses, or attending meetings and always interesting are the 
FIRS or Friends in Residence who come from all over the world and stay 
for varying periods. Oscar Wallis and his wife became FIRS.

I have said little about my working life, but this has been varied and 
interesting and has always had a common denominator – people. I 
worked for KLM in Birmingham and London, a travel agency, trained 
to teach and got involved with careers and guidance work. Later I 
was a guide on the open top bus and stewarded at Symphony Hall, 
Birmingham.

I interviewed would-be volunteers, which was one of the most 
enjoyable things I have ever undertaken. Young people often want 
experience to add to their CVs, others are wanting to make a new start 
in life: mothers whose children have left home, ex-prisoners, recovering 
addicts. Gone are the days when the word volunteer equalled middle-
aged, middle-class ladies, usually in hats.

Both my spiritual and my working life (can you separate the two?) have 
been along far from straight paths and I have sometimes given myself a 
hard time over this.
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I re-applied and was accepted into membership of Central Area 
Meeting recently and feel quietly happy to be here. Hopefully the changes 
and chances of the past have given me more understanding of what it 
means to be human. I feel the Society benefits from the variety of paths 
travelled by its members and attenders.

The chap in long white robes was given the sack a long time ago, but 
the word God features strongly in my vocabulary. I am equally happy with 
Spirit, and particularly the Light.

Looking back I am aware of just how many people have given me so 
much.

This reluctant pilgrim now believes it isn’t a case of looking for outer 
security, but of answering the question ‘What canst Thou say?’

Sybil Harvey-Lago is a member of Central England Area Meeting.

I am troubled
 for the planet
and pollination that will not happen 
 for my greengage, for my apple tree.

 I am troubled for the loss of summery hum; 
absence of the hopping and shopping 
 between scents and pastel shades;

 for the loss of that one day in the summer when the Big one 
comes bumbling in; needs shepherding back out of the open window 
 with all the fuss and brouhaha of a VIP.

 But mostly I am troubled for the small bee-lives 
crucified on a thread between trellis and clematis, 
 in burning sun on a pyre of shrivelled leaf

 or floating alone in the saucer of the white geranium; 
mummified and light as a morning prayer. 
 I am troubled that each one dies its small bee-death

without bee-honour; a passage read 
 or a silence worthy of its passing.

Eve Jackson is a member of Isle of Wight Meeting.



Quaker Voices

28

Playing fields in auras
Magik wackier than primal dream,
as a kid I’d wish the gnomes alive,
as Peter Pan I sought the faeries in the pond,

I psyched the rain to fall to stop the games,
dragooned to netball, those torturous sports days,
coached to foreign playing fields I feared.

I pressed my eye balls in the night
courted, bled bright colours, streaking beneath
small lids like secret fireworks, 

Then as a young adult tried voodoo on the Head;
he was like my father, preoccupied and cold.
Some crazy day I took his photo.

He still grins at me from Cambridge, his fuzzy
hair, black and exploding everywhere.
A revolutionary, I practiced meditation

in the classroom, scotched all defences
to my maverickia, revelled in how un-erudite
my persona posed. Sensed my ghost

haunting the corridors when I was Suspended.
A parent committed suicide, I felt
somehow a connection with my rejection.

And now, you talk of white witches, whispers
outside my door, children’s tales of Mary,
Queen of Scots, float beneath Bretton,

mirrors in tiny toilets, three clicking wishes,
and spirits of Candyman suddenly
bring dots and commas to sense, paragraphs justified.

Dianne Aslett is a member of Central England Area Meeting.
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Rose garden  
at The Retreat
Bronwen Gray

The Retreat, the Quaker mental 
health provider in York, recreated a rose garden that 
was established here in the mid-1900s. Friends may 
have read the article in the Friend (14 January), in 
which the story was shared and an appeal launched 
for sponsorship for the roses. The response from 
Quakers up and down the country was heart-warming. 
Within four weeks we had raised enough money for 
all the roses, and as we surpassed the target, were 
delighted to be able to pay for benches to bring further 
enjoyment for those who visit the garden. 

As well as bringing new life to our grounds, the appeal has also given us 
new insights into the many and varied connections that Friends have with 
The Retreat. We have received so many moving letters recalling relatives 
and friends who lived, worked and died here. Whilst our original rose 
garden was established to commemorate the work of Bedford Pierce, 
an inspirational Quaker who worked here for thirty years until his 
retirement in 1922, the remaking of the rose garden has reminded us of 
all those who have benefited from, supported and continue to care about 
The Retreat in the twenty-first century. 

I am very grateful to all those who have given consent for me to share 
their stories in Quaker Voices. 

Some Friends have connections with The Retreat through their service 
as governors, from this early example of Alfred Henry Taylor to the more 
recent service in the late 1990s:
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 ‘The roses will brighten the road to the Friends Burial Ground as well 
as making the gardens more interesting for patients and staff. My 
grandfather Alfred Henry Taylor of Malton (1858-1932) served on a 
Retreat Committee in the 1920s. He was a grocer and café proprietor. 
When The Retreat appealed for funds in the 1920s, he offered to 
accompany Dr Bedford Pierce to the USA to gain funds and support.’

 ‘I was privileged to represent Durham General Meeting as a governor 
at The Retreat for a while (late 1990s onwards) and have very positive 
memories of those times.’ 

Scholes Meeting wrote that several Friends from their meeting have been 
involved with The Retreat on committees and one as a staff member.

The Retreat opened its doors in 1796 as an ‘institution for insane 
persons of the Society of Friends’. Until the 1820s, all the patients were 
Quakers, but it gradually opened its doors to the fee-paying middle 
classes and has since undergone many funding changes. Currently the 
vast majority of our patients are funded by the NHS, with little, if any, 
Quaker connection. So it has been with great interest that we have read 
the stories of former Quaker patients:

 ‘I have a family connection with The Retreat as my great-grandfather’s 
brother, Edgar Brown, spent most of his life there at a time when 
Bedford Pierce would have been working.’

 ‘In sponsoring these roses, we remember that our mother’s father, 
Asher Davidson was cared for at The Retreat – for some twenty-two 
years.’

 ‘My grandmother was at The Retreat many years ago when she had 
dementia.’

 ‘I decided to contribute to the rose garden as years ago (I am now 
eighty-seven), my mother, sadly, I remember, had to go to The Retreat 
for long periods, fairly frequently it seemed. I think it is a lovely idea 
to resuscitate the rose garden.’

 ‘I have never visited The Retreat, but I am happy to contribute to the 
proposed rose garden. An uncle of mine, Dr Ewart Roberts, passed a 
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large portion of his adult life as a patient at The Retreat and I believe 
his family were well content with the care he received (this was before 
and during the second world war).’

Some stories are connected with the two Quaker schools in York, and 
some record work carried out by Quakers during the world wars, when 
alternative service at The Retreat was an avenue that quite a number of 
young men pursued:

 ‘I visited The Retreat as a pupil on a school visit from Ackworth about 
sixty years ago but have no recollection of the gardens. I am myself a 
keen gardener and owe much to garden therapy.’

 ‘I am particularly pleased to be able to contribute to the 
refurbishment of the rose garden as my sister and her future husband 
met when they were trainee nurses there during the war. I was a 
pupil at The Mount and we would meet up quite frequently and 
see each other after meeting on Sundays. My sister (then Margaret 
Herbert until she married Norman Hargrave) was particularly fond 
of gardening so she would be delighted with your efforts. Norman’s 
sister Eileen Hargrave was an occupational therapist at The Retreat at 
this time.’

 ‘Our mother, Ruth (Taylor) Wilson was the daughter of Frederick 
and Gertrude Taylor who were cared for at The Retreat for the final 
days of their lives. Our father, Henry Wilson, was a psychiatrist at The 
Retreat in, I think, 1928-1931.’

Frederic Taylor (1861-1944) ended his days at The Retreat with his 
wife Gertrude. In 1897 he became secretary of the Friends First Day 
School Association and for many years he was a member of the Friends 
Service Council. When living in Letchworth he got to know Ebenezer 
Howard, and he was involved with the Country Gentleman’s Association 
– a communal buying association for gardeners. He was interested in 
smallholdings – hens at Hitchin 1915, goats at Wheathampstead 1918, 
and bees at Letchworth 1920. At eighty or so he had apparently unlimited 
patience to amuse the young and very young.

Gertrude Taylor (neé Rowntree) (1863-1950) was educated at The 
Mount and University College, London. She did secretarial work at 
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the Cocoa Works and helped Rachel Braithwaite in the Women’s Anti-
Opium Urgency Committee in London (a big concern among Friends 
in the 1890s). She read the New Testament in Greek every morning. 
She contributed to the Friend in 1921 ‘Life stages and their possibilities’, 
‘Christianity in thought and action’, ’The making and marring of 
personality’. She was the first woman to ride a bicycle in York, and also 
ended her days at The Retreat at a time when the rose garden would have 
been in its infancy.

Some sponsors recall relatives and friends who have worked here:

 ‘Both of my parents worked at The Retreat as nurses in the 
1940s-1950s. My father was Peter Charles Reeman and my mother 
was Ethel Marion Kidd. Both are sadly now deceased, but I know 
from staff records and photographs of them at the time, they were 
both full of energy and seemed very happy people.

 ‘My mother started as a student nurse in October 1948, rising to a 
staff nurse in March 1952 and then left in 1953 to have me. I was born 
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in October 1953. My father started working as a student nurse at The 
Retreat in March 1952 and left in June 1953. 

 ‘I love the thought that they would have probably walked in the Rose 
Garden and I would like to sponsor a rose for each of them.’ 

 ‘This rose sponsorship is in memory of a dear friend and mentor 
Gwendy Knight who was a psychiatrist at The Retreat many years 
ago. She loved the garden there and often talked about it.’

We have also been touched by how many Quakers are keen to support 
our work here, despite having no personal connection with The Retreat. 
We have been reminded about Quaker concerns for mental health, 
gardening and the environment. The following letter extract highlights 
these concerns:

 ‘Mental health and well-being has been of much significance in my 
life and one of the things which first drew me to Quakerism was 
the attitude towards this issue and the founding and continued 
existence of The Retreat. For ten years I was a helpliner for ‘No Panic’, 
an organisation helping those with anxiety disorders: I have long 
believed in the healing power of plants and gardens and think that 
your project is most worthwhile’.

We have been so touched by donations from patients and their families, 
and will be planting some roses in the individual unit gardens as well. As 
I write this article we wait for the delivery of the roses and look forward 
to planting them in the next few weeks. Patients and staff will help our 
small team of gardeners with the planting. Some patients will be planting 
roses in memory of loved ones, or to mark other significant losses. As one 
patient writes: ‘I would love to be a part of planting them – as we said, 
twenty-four rose plants for twenty-four years I’ve “survived”.’ 

One of our sponsors concluded her letter, ‘people can gain such peace 
and joy in a garden’. Let’s hope that’s true of our rose garden too.

Bronwen Gray is a member of York Area Meeting. 
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Singers and dancers 
(a sequence)

Ishe, the singer
‘…Ishe, which is the first name of man, in the Scripture, 
signifies… a sound, a voyce, a word.’

 (John Donne, sermon, preached on Easter Day, 1619).
We are a breath – 
a word – 
a song,
creating circles in the air 
of ever-widening rings. 
Do not try to wrench and pin
circles into squares,
or permit yourself
perversely to imagine you are no more
than a cracked pot, stuck in the mud, 
or broken on the wheel into sharp,
angled pieces.
We are not first, or foremost, clay.
Resilient, elastic, able to reach
notes that leave the air, not      
harshly jangled,
grating on the ear,
but with a vibrant sense of plenitude,
we’re born to be a voice that, singing, flows
into life’s encircling atmosphere.    

The Dancers and the Dance
‘… “science” and “religion” are only dances, and 
… the true love of all dancers is dancing.’ (Gary Zukav).1

Waves are not supposed to move       
like particles, nor particles as waves,
and yet, we’re told, all things are made
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of rippling particles, and those particulate 
waves communicate across the depths 
of space as swiftly as telepathy. 
Is everything connected, in a net,
a synchronicity, of multiverses, all responding to vibrating strings,
all setting and turning, each to each?2

Our ancestors were sure that life is danced, 
their homes, their monuments and towns 
designed, and carefully built, to chime
in consort with the intervals 
of cosmic choreography 
that kept earth’s world in time. Contemplative 
among those buildings, we may also hear 
the unheard singing of the sphere and sense
that, even if the patterns of our day
appear disrupted and perverse, we are 
still dancing waves and particles within
the whirling ballet of the universe.     

Sufi Sama: Quaker Meeting 
Dancing to reach the stillness,
still to become dancing:
singing to join the silence,  
silent to become the song. 

   A M  Rosett is a member of a London Meeting

1 Gary Zukav’s fascinating The Dancing Wu Li Masters (1979) explains 
for those with little maths and no physics such concepts as quantum 
mechanics, space-time, string theory, multiverses, etc. Wu Li, the 
Chinese term for physics, means, patterns of organic energy. 

2  vibrating strings both as in string theory and as in musical 
instruments; setting and turning each to each, both as planets and 
their stars and as in the dance figure where partners set and turn.
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Until death
Annie Foster

Advices & queries 30
Are you able to contemplate 
your own death and the 
deaths of those closest to  
you? Accepting the fact of 
death, we are freed to live more fully. In bereavement, 
give yourself time to grieve. When others mourn, let 
your love embrace them. 

‘It is not faith, but the texture of a life lived which 
allows one to be able to give oneself into the arms of 
death.’ 

Marie de Hennezel

When I was in the first three months of my first pregnancy I spent many 
hours reading everything that was then available about pregnancy and 
birth, perhaps as a way of helping with my emotional vulnerability 
and deep fatigue. Finding myself now in a place where I have been 
accompanying my partner through terminal illness for almost two years 
and with her death in sight, I made arrangements for a week of respite and 
took myself off to Woodbrooke for three days of silent retreat with the aim 
of reading as much as I could of the available literature on death and dying.

I had already, in the preceding weeks, read again the two books by 
Elizabeth Kübler-Ross, On Death and Dying and Life Lessons, and found 
some of my own feelings reflected and a little spiritual nourishment but 
found myself wondering about who was writing now and what they were 
saying. I offer you some of my discoveries and considerations on the 
books I read and my own responses.

Annie Foster (left) and Alison Whitworth 
at their civil partnership.
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I appreciated Caitlin Matthews’ view of the underworld and of the veils 
and doors between worlds. Re-connecting with the underworld, she says, 
takes us to a place of deep memory, primal power and creative joy. Her 
observation that forgiveness restores the broken threads of the cosmic 
web accords with my experience and my hope.

She speaks of death as the birth into the fullness of subtle reality. 
Her most important lesson for me was that the wishes of the dying one 
take precedence over the survivors’. This reminded me that it is not my 
journey; I am simply the companion and I must not try to set the pace or 
the agenda.

The notion of some people as ‘old souls’ has often made good sense to me 
and my own daughter seems always to have had wisdom which came from 
a different vantage point than her years would suggest. In The Art of Dying, 
the Fenwicks devote several chapters to the soul, focusing on some Jewish 
ideas which I found intriguing. According to Zohar mysticism, there are 
three levels of soul and it is the highest level, neshemah, which allows us to 
have a relationship with God. At death this high soul returns to its source. 

I found an idea in 10 Good Questions about Life and Death which helps 
me immensely. Is there anything to choose between time before birth 
and time after death? It fits with Ursula le Guin’s notion in The Wizard of 
Earthsea that for the word to exist there must be silence before the word 
and after it. This was my first comfort when I was very afraid of death in 
my early twenties.

Ivan Illich spoke of the medicalisation of death and when we consider 
modern deathbed scenes, they are often surrounded by machines instead 
of people, occasionally descending into techno frenzy. Partly, perhaps 
even mostly, this frantic activity reassures the professional carers that 
they have done everything possible to preserve life. Few people now die 
at home and the majority still die in hospital. In our own communities we 
commonly hide away large numbers of those who are dying. 

The death of a beloved person in a medicalised setting disempowers the 
bereaved, who rarely now participate in washing and dressing the body 
for burial. I hope to be able to assist with these final caring acts when the 
time comes.

The Fenwicks’ observation on hospice care also resonates with my 
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experience:
 ‘However, it is coming to be recognised that although hospices are 

excellent in pain control …spiritual care of the dying is an area which 
is not well catered for and staff are not always trained to understand 
end of life experiences, and rarely discuss these experiences, even 
among themselves.’

I have found the care in our local hospice to be medically thorough but 
spiritually thin, with an overlay of Christian values but little real depth of 
communication. I am not ungrateful for the help we have received, but I 
do feel that more could be done.

The Handbook for Spiritual Care of the Dying gave me some good 
guidance, reinforcing the idea that the one who is dying must lead the 
way. My partner does not need to hear my answers, but to have time 
to formulate her own. I learn to change the focus of hope to what is 
achievable. I must make times to be fully present with her as that is the 
most valuable thing I have to give. And never mind kalos thanatos or 
dying beautifully. She is the same person she always was; some bits will be 
beautiful and some messy and noisy and operatic. 

We must provide recognition and presence to the dying, give and 
receive gifts, not just one or two of our most beloved but in our 
communities. Why must we do this? Because we need to understand 
that these are deep-seated, ages-old responses to the dying. If they are 
lost we may find that life’s meaning resides in these few precious human 
intimacies and without them we will struggle to make sense of existence.

Ars Moriendi, the art of dying, was written in the early fifteenth century 
when the Black Death was decimating the population and there were not 
enough priests to administer comforts and rites to the dying. We need a 
new Ars Moriendi for the twenty-first century. What can Quakers offer? I 
believe we can offer a deep, spirit-led, open presence which could be part 
of a different way of approaching death. I believe that we are quite capable 
of starting a movement towards major social change in attitudes to death 
and dying. In the meantime I turn back to my primary task, which is one 
of the most important things I have ever done.

Annie Foster is a member of Cumbria Area Meeting.  
Her partner Ali died at home in early May 2011.
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Some queries for Meetings about their role 
• Who will act as priests? …in a priesthood of all believers it is possible 

to overlook the fact that at some intense moments, Friends will need 
priests. It may be obvious who is closest to the accompanying person 
or it may require some thought.

• What can the Meeting do… spiritually/practically/financially…
• When the accompanying person attends meeting, how can we be 

sensitive to their need? They may not want to tell the same story over 
and over… they may have a period when they cannot face Meeting… 
how can they be re-integrated?… how can the Meeting affirm the 
person and the importance of the work they are doing?

Some sources of help:
Belshaw C. (2005) 10 Good Questions about Death. Wiley Blackwell. 

ISBN: 978 1 40512 577 2
Fenwick, Peter and Fenwick, Elizabeth. (2008) The Art of Dying. 

Continuum. ISBN: 978 082649 923 3
Kellehear, Allan. (2007) A Social History of Dying. Cambridge University 

Press. ISBN: 978 0 52169 429 2 
Kelly, Ewan (2008) Meaningful Funerals: meeting the theological and 

pastoral challenge in a postmodern era. Continuum. ISBN: 978 190628 
614 9.

Kübler-Ross, Elizabeth (1965) On Death & Dying, Simon & Schuster/
Touchstone. ISBN: 978-0684839-38-7.

Kübler-Ross, Elizabeth with David Kessler (2001) Life Lessons: two experts 
on death and dying teach us about the mysteries of life and living, 
Scribner. ISBN 0-684-87074-6.

Matthews, Caitlin. (2002) Singing the Soul Back Home: Shamanism in 
daily life. Connections. ISBN: 978 1 85906 103 9.

Sutton Holder, Jennifer and Aldredge-Clanton, Jann. Parting – a 
handbook for spiritual care near the end of life. University of North 
Carolina Press. ISBN 0 8078 5529 4 
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A time of our lives 
an enriching experience for two 
Exploration facilitators. 

Sue Hibberd and  
Rena Haines

‘What might you call people 
who are looking for new ways?’ 
‘Explorers!’ said a young boy 
amongst an all-age gathering 
of Friends. What a gift of an 
answer. This was a day when a 
Local Meeting had invited us, 
via Quaker Life, to facilitate an 
Exploration. 

It all started when we, among around sixty Friends, 
attended training at Woodbrooke last year and 
learned about a new Quaker Life initiative that 
would offer opportunities for Meetings around 
the country to discover and develop their gifts 
and strengths by means of an Exploration. The 
introductory leaflet bore a picture of a blue glass 
marble with red, yellow and white swirling lines 
which might attract Friends to the idea. 

George Gawlinski introduced us to the ‘Appreciative Inquiry’ model, 
which in its broadest sense is about searching the best in people and in 
their organisations and discovering what gives life to that community 
when it is most alive, most effective and most constructive. 

Instead of negation, criticism, and spiralling diagnosis, there is: 

Rena Haines above. 
Sue Hibberd below.
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Discovery, Dream, and Design, and then Delivery. This concept of 
‘Appreciative Inquiry’ being a positive to be realised rather than a 
problem to be solved spoke to us both, and we became excited about 
learning to use this approach widely and within Local and Area Meetings. 
We were about to embark on a new and exciting spiritual journey. 

It is our life experiences that make each journey unique to every 
individual. We all have uphill struggles along the way, but also joyous 
downhill runs. Can we celebrate these and recognise that ‘our glass is half 
full rather than half empty?’

Whilst it is difficult to put into words what this Exploration experience 
as co-facilitators meant to us in our own spiritual development, this 
article will attempt to get that across. 

The aim of Explorations, set up by Quaker Life, is to offer Local 
Meetings support in discovering and developing their gifts and strengths. 
Quaker Life has trained a number of facilitators to work in pairs with a 
Local Meeting or Area Meeting 

We were approached by Quaker Life individually, to consider working 
together as co-facilitators with a Local Meeting who had asked for an 
Exploration. The local meeting to which we were assigned asked us to 
‘help the Meeting develop a greater degree of interconnection between the 
two children’s groups and the adult meeting’. The overall aim was to ‘build 
a stronger community in which each part both supports and is supported by 
the others’. 

Because of the nature of these aims and objectives, the Meeting felt 
it was important to include the children and young people in the day’s 
activities as much as possible. We found planning for such an event not 
only daunting and challenging, but also stimulating and very rewarding. 
It was helpful to share thoughts and ideas frequently and also important 
to be in contact with Friends about the Local Meeting’s needs. We had 
never worked together before as co-facilitators but it was this planning 
prior to the day that not only helped to ensure a successful day but also 
helped to develop our own personal and working relationship, enabling 
us to share with each other more openly about our own strengths and 
weaknesses in a loving atmosphere. 

The warmth of welcome we received from the host Meeting was 
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evident at the pre-meeting and on the actual day, which was well 
attended by Friends of all ages; thirty-nine adults, five young people 
and nine children. Everyone joined in the spirit of the day, tackling all 
the suggested tasks with energy and vigour. Activities were embraced, 
children, young people and adults worked well together in small groups 
and exciting results emerged. As co-facilitators we worked well together 
and complemented each other. It was the combined spirit working 
amongst us all that made the day successful. We enjoyed and admired the 
process and practice of the ‘Appreciative Inquiry’ using solution-focused 
questions to enable Friends to discover and celebrate what they do well, 
to dream about what they might like more of, and to inspire ideas which 
may lead to future action. Friends were led to respond with openness and 
enthusiasm. It was a privilege to be involved. Rena felt ‘it was almost like 
witnessing the opening of a flower, an unusual, enriching and moving 
spiritual experience’. For Sue, ‘new windows are opening up for me in 
the field of facilitation for national events. Working with Friends from 
another Local Meeting is spiritually uplifting.’ 

One participant said: ‘I experienced us “being together” during the 
Exploration in a way that is harder to achieve in usual meeting, something 
which I think could only be achieved by the talking and doing things together, 
with external facilitation. Since then, I feel more part of the meeting, entitled 
to have a voice on things. I appreciated the thought that you both had put 
into our day but also allowed us to explore our various ideas…

… I got to know people better and am now more confident and curious 
to get to know others. The simplicity of name labels gave me confidence to 
talk to people that I hadn’t spoken to before. I was interested and surprised 
by what people appreciated, needed and hoped for that was unique to being 
a Friend in our Meeting. I appreciated the opportunity to have fun and 
witness people create things together, such as poems, collages and innovative 
ideas. I felt more entitled to have a voice in the Meeting and felt moved at 
the end by being part of such a vital and thoughtful community.’

Now we are both trying to use the Appreciative Inquiry model when 
we reflect on our own individual life, and our personal relationships. We 
try to discover and appreciate our strengths. What are we like when at 
our best? What do we want more of? We dream what might be, breaking 
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down goals into small manageable steps, one stepping stone at a time, 
rather than giant leaps, seeing the positives rather than the negatives, the 
strengths rather than the weaknesses.

Can you relate the Appreciative Inquiry model to yourself, to your 
Local Meeting, to your Area Meeting? 

What kind of Meeting are you? The struggling one or the one with 
interesting challenges? If you want to see the ‘glass half full rather than 
half empty’ then ask Quaker Life for an Exploration day and see where it 
leads you. Look deep into that blue glass marble ball and see what it can 
do to enrich the life of your Meeting as well as enriching the lives of the 
individual facilitators who would share the privilege with you. 

Finally for both of us, meeting and communicating together frequently 
and working towards shared goals developed mutual understanding and 
appreciation, leading to a valued new-found friendship. 

Susan Hibberd is a member of Chichester Meeting  
and Rena Haines is a member of Worthing Meeting.  
Both Meetings are within Sussex West Area Meeting.

Explorations have been extended for a further year.
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A reflection on Advices and 
queries: from A –Z
Judith Aylett

The power of visual images can make a stronger 
impact than the written word. While succinct one-
liners can often capture the seeds of a more complex 
dissertation my recent discovery of ‘word clouds’ offers 
a symbiosis of the visual image and the written word.

While undertaking private reflection through the Becoming Friends 
project, the potential of this symbiosis came to mind. On the Becoming 
Friends website, the following description is found: ‘Living and Learning 
with Quakers is an innovative learning project from Woodbrooke and 
Quaker Life which aims to not only nurture and support those who are new 
to Friends but to provide a scheme which supports Meetings to engage with 
newcomers in conversation, discussion and reflection.’

The first unit of Becoming Friends focuses on ‘exploring the living, 
questioning approach of Quakerism’. The unit aims to help you:
• Become more familiar with the advices and queries, and the living, 

questioning faith that underlies them
• Find out about their significance in the lives of Quakers
• Reflect on your own understanding of and relationship to some of 

these guiding principles.
Each unit includes several activities in each of the sections; Quaker 

Distinctives, Discovering and Deepening. Within the Deepening section 
the participant is encouraged to take an advice apart and to consider a 
personal book of discipline.

The idea of an A – Z of Advices & queries came to mind.
Encouraged and challenged by the following quotes from Advices & 

queries the use of word clouds as a tool for reflection was investigated:
 ‘Although the corporate use of advices and queries is governed by more 
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flexible regulations than in the past, they should continue to be a challenge 
and inspiration to Friends in their personal lives and in their life…’ 

Advices & queries are not a call to increased activity by each individual 
Friend but a reminder of the insights of the Society. Within the community 
there is a diversity of gifts. We are all therefore asked to consider how far 
the advices and queries affect us personally and where our own service lies. 
There will also be diversity of experience, of belief and of language. …

Wordle:www.wordle.net is an internet tool for generating ‘word clouds’ 
from text that you provide. The clouds give greater prominence to words 
that appear more frequently in the source text. The images you create with 
Wordle are yours to use; they can be printed or saved to the Wordle gallery.

Rather than just using the text of each individual Advice and Queries, 
a review of all the words used with the same letter of the alphabet was 
undertaken. In order to establish the prominence of words it meant 
listing a word every time it was used. Once the text was completed for 
each letter of the alphabet this was entered into the Wordle format; a 
certain amount of individual design variation, colour, font and layout is 
then available. In order to differentiate each letter of the alphabet from 
previous designs a variety of layouts was selected from within the Wordle 
website. The user, 
however, does not 
have control of the 
size of the word in 
the final draft; the 
size is determined by 
the frequency of use 
in the text.

The results of the 
‘word clouds’ gave 
visual stimulation 
and food for 
thought:
• whether the 

words or their 
predominance 
was a surprise 
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• whether one would have expected to see other words included.
• reflection on what those words would be.
• the potential value as an introduction or talking point to key aspects 

of Quaker concerns.
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Unfortunately, there are not enough X, Y and Z words to finish the entire 
alphabet as a wordle.

Judith attends Banchory Meeting.
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Spiritual warriors
An event for eight‑ to twelve‑year‑olds

How do you bring eight- to twelve-year-olds together 
to discuss what worship means for them and how they 
might be a spiritual warrior? This innovative event was 
held this spring at Woodbrooke for thirty-one children 
accompanied by their parents or other carers.

 
Some of the sessions were ‘Where is God? and ‘being special people’, 
What is spirit and what is warrior?’, What would you put in your worship 
kit?’ and then ‘Quaker worship what is it?’ The event came about after 
careful thinking about events offered to children by Quaker Life Children 
and Young People’s Work team. The activities of making spiritual spears, 
shields and dens were welcomed by all. And several of the evaluation 
forms requested lots more time for writing in their journals. Even the 
boys who said that they didn’t want to write wrote lots in their journals.

The two volunteers at the event commented on the strong sense of 
togetherness in 
the group, which 
didn’t segregate 
itself by age. They 
also appreciated 
the enthusiam and 
openness of the 
children. They were 
willing to have a go 
at all the various 
activities.

One of the 
activities was based 
on the nine fruits of 

Exploring
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the spirit in Galatians: kindness, self-control, love, generosity, faithfulnes, 
joy, humbleness, peace, happiness. Use was made of John Lampen’s book 
The Worship Kit. It gave tools for use in meeting for worship.

 

Where did they go?
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At the campfire (above and right)

Below: Two spiritual dens

Up a  
tree [

Journal-
making
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Rooted in 
Christianity,  
Open to new 
Light: Quaker 
spiritual diversity 
a review by Terry Wood 

This book is based upon courses run by the 
two authors, who are from widely different faith 
backgrounds: Tim Peat-Ashworth from Roman 
Catholicism and scriptural research, especially 
concerning St Paul, Alex Wildwood from leftist 
activism, Paganism and whole earth standpoints.

It is an interesting book, which sets out many of the issues of faith facing 
modern Liberal Quakerism. Is it good? Yes, but, at times, I would suggest, 
it paints an over-rosy view of where we are today and an over- optimistic 
expectation for the future, but it is well worth reading for the bits when it 
engages the issues vigorously, and there are plenty of them.

As one would expect, there are two aspects to the story told here: faith, 
and practice. 

On practice, to me as a Meeting clerk, Tim seems very optimistic about 
the level of selflessness and mutual co-operation marking a Quaker 
Meeting for Worship for Business. He, nonetheless, paints a picture, 
which I find familiar, of constructive engagement over applications of 
the testimonies in a complex modern world, and over how to put our 
testimonies into practice in our local environment. Where I would 
disagree is over the suggested clarity and value of the decisions taken. 
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Yes, sometimes so, but, as a great admirer of John Macmurray’s ideas, I 
passionately believe that real religion is about community, not just the 
narrow Quaker community, but, like the early Friends, in seeking to reach 
out to aid the salvation, in this life of the whole world. Too often, in my 
view, Friends focus on the religion of ideas, of personal relationship to 
God; valuable yes, but mainly when put into practice, thus aiding others 
and fulfilling self.

Listed here are the many important social reforms initiated and sustained 
by Quakers over the years, many of them requiring radical engagement 
with social conventions of the time; and the importance of the Quaker 
conception of direct, unmediated divine guidance, discerned through the 
gathered meeting, in energising the campaigns needed to bring about these 
reforms is emphasised. But, I would suggest, we could, and should seek to 
do so much more… which I am confident would, in turn, attract so many 
who share our values but remain, at present, detached.

It is on the issues of faith and belief that the book grasps at and rattles 
our sensitivities, pointing out the difficulties arising from the very 
personal nature of the truths that we hold: the fact that these truths, 
during times of reflection at least, constitute who we are and a large part of 
our self-support system, yet these truths may well differ substantially from 
those of others within our Quaker communities. How to sustain both our 
own truth and our tolerance of the truths of others who should be dear 
to us? How to be honest with one another but to avoid dissension leading 
to rancour? How to feel confident that, in the stillness of Meeting for 
Worship, there is a real ‘gathered-ness’, not a series of isolated musings?

Much is made of the ‘death of Christian Britain’. It happened in 
the 1960s! (What didn’t?) Also of the growth of spirituality, with the 
inevitable contrast between a religion characterised by dogma and 
hierarchy and a spirituality which is liberating and personal, but, as is 
pointed out, in constant danger of slipping into self-indulgence. The 
need for commitment within Quakerism is pressed, and the difficulties 
of, on the one hand, establishing boundaries on which to base Quaker 
identity and the need on the other hand for openness and inclusivity. 
The authors arrive at much the same conclusion as Ben Pink Dandelion, 
that beliefs are largely optional (see later) but behaviours less so, with 
passing references to lack of understanding of the business method and of 
discipline in Meeting for Worship. 

Ben holds that a unifying force in liberal Quakerism is the liturgy of 
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silence, and the rules over when and how it may be broken. I am inclined 
to agree, but, having worked a little with young Friends in recent years, 
and having experienced some of the most powerful periods of worship 
in my life with them, I note with interest that, whilst silence is still 
central, they use programmed elements to great effect and their most 
commonly expressed reason for avoiding Local Meetings (in many cases) 
is dissatisfaction with the ‘routine’ silent meeting. Points to ponder?

The central ‘meat’ of the message in this book comes from contrasting 
the deeply held beliefs of the two authors. Tim, a Christian extremely 
involved with Quakers, seeing a God who is intimately involved with 
humankind, a God of love, visualised through the person of Jesus and so, 
perhaps inevitably, seen in personal terms, whilst Alex comes from a very 
different place, and one uncannily like my own, so I will indulge myself 
by setting out some of the issues for him, and for me, confident that they 
will find resonance with many readers.

Alex describes a power or force or energy in the universe, driving 
forward its evolution as well as life,and each of our own individual 
consciousnesses. He does not place humankind in the centre of the 
universe, so not in the centre of ‘attention’ of such a ‘God/ Spirit/ Power’. 
He criticises the anthropocentric nature of so much Christian thought, 
seeing our being in the ‘image of God’ purely in the sense that, as 
conscious beings, we have special responsibility to one another and to the 
rest of the universe. 

 I would add that nothing in science, not even in biology, my own 
specialism, can be invoked to suggest that morality is anything other than 
a human phenomenon, so a God of all things is only concerned with 
‘love’ and ‘compassion’ when concerned with us. Is it not more logical to 
speak of these things as human concepts, which we gain inspiration from 
our notion of God to adhere to?

But, and there is a big but, Alex describes a personal trauma, for 
him loss of a child, for me it was of a wife, and, to misuse the term, 
the ‘instinctive’ turning to a more traditional, Christian notion of a 
loving, all-powerful God who could intervene and stop the nightmare. 
Like me, he gradually learned to rely on the skill and dedication of the 
professionals to care for his loved one and to seek, rather, the strength 
to bear what life has brought. He also describes, and I wish I could, how 
the prayers of those around, Quaker and non-Quaker, gave succour and 
support.
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So, faced with the immense importance of our conceptions of 
the divine, it is little wonder that, when they are challenged by the 
perceptions of others, this may risk causing rancour. To paraphrase Yeats, 
we all need to ‘tread softly, you step on my heart’.

The conclusions of the book? That, in waiting together for the leadings 
of the spirit, however we envisage it and whatever we feel to be its source, 
in discerning collectively, heeding and acting upon those leadings we will 
be able to put our faith into action and, in so doing, maintain the vibrant 
sense of community that real religion is all about. These are foundational 
and required Quaker beliefs.

Terry Wood is a member of Canterbury Meeting.

Rooted in Christianity, Open to New Light: Quaker spiritual diversity 
by Tim Peat Ashworth and Alec Wildwood. Pronoun Press and 
Woodbrooke Quaker Study Centre. ISBN: 978 0 9556183 3 8. £9.00.

Falling to Heaven 
a review by Zoe Ainsworth‑Grigg

Tibet 1954.
Two American 
travellers arrive on 
foot in the town of Shigatse and 
befriend a Tibetan family. Gerald and 
Emma are Quakers. Gerald is also a 
physician. Everything goes well until 
Gerald is captured and tortured by 
the Chinese. 

Set in the time period when the Chinese revered Chairman Mao and at 
the height of the invasion of Tibet by the Chinese, the Americans and the 
Tibetans are challenged in their religious truths.
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This novel has three distinct voices, each resonant with their respective 
cultural traditions, Falling to Heaven is an interesting and provocative 
read. Keeping faith in extreme circumstances is a feature of Gerald’s 
incarceration. However, for me as a Quaker, the text was also rich in the 
dilemmas that challenge us all in our daily lives, an example of how it is 
to be human living with a faith and the struggle with the complexities 
within religion.

Zoe Ainsworth-Grigg is a member of Taunton Meeting.

Falling to Heaven by Jeanne M Peterson. Oneworld Publications. 
ISBN: 978 1851687 36 7. £8.99.

Simplicity made easy
a review by Jane Wilson

True to its name, this book is clearly and simply 
written. If you have a busy life and want to focus on 
simplicity you will be able to find time for it. It includes 
a chapter on ‘Time and busyness’ as well as ‘Stuff and 
spareness’; ‘Letting go’ and ‘Joy’.

To quote from the preface; ‘Simplicity is not just a life style option, but 
an attitude of mind, a path for the inner as well as the outer life. It is 
not a narrowing of life but a distillation. It is not so much to do with 
possessions but our attitude to them… It is also not just about ourselves. 
A simple life will encompass not only our own needs but those of others, 
and those of the environment in which we live.’

One of the themes running through the book is how simplicity in our 
inner life can inform our choices about our outer life. Conversely taking 
a conscious decision to simplify our outer life can help us to achieve a 
simpler inner life. Jennifer writes:
 ‘At the heart of simplicity is an interaction between our inner self 
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and our outward actions: a constantly changing balance. Outer 
distraction or distortion reflects an inner fragmentation. But it is 
not a one way process. We have probably all had the experience of 
clearing our desk and finding that the external order clears our mind. 
Spiritually speaking as we move to simplify our life, in whatever way, 
the increase in clarity and freedom will allow space for growth in our 
spiritual journey’.

She also says:
 ‘Simplicity in outer things allows us to order our inner life, and as we 

become more attuned to our inner life, a simplification of externals, 
less “clutter”, may become not a duty nor an expression of social or 
political views, but a mystic necessity.’

One of the most helpful ideas I found in the book was to consider 
whether the opposite of our concept of simplicity is not complexity but 
chaos. It is possible for a person to have a complex, structured life which 
allows simplicity. It is also possible to have resources and to use them to 
create an abundant life for those around us.

This book does have some gentle suggestions and guidance on 
simplifying one’s life, but it is not a book of tips or solutions. What it does 
is to lay out the principles clearly and simply and allow us to apply them 
to our lives in our own peculiar ways. As she says:
 ‘The important thing is to be true to our own life’s journey, open to 

the promptings of our own inner voice.’
Jennifer quotes Ruskin, and the quote is a fitting description of this book:
 ‘The greatest thing a human soul ever does in this world is to see 

something, and to tell what it saw in a plain way.’

Jane Wilson is a member of Street Meeting.

Simplicity made easy. Jennifer Kavanagh. O Books. ISBN: 978 1 
84694 543 4. £6.99.


