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Dear Friends,

We have just returned from a week with the Quaker Campers in the 
beautiful North York Moors.  It was our third holiday with this lovely 
group: each year we live as a community for a week, worshipping together 
in the mornings, exploring local landscapes, relaxing under the big open 
skies... and over-indulging at Shared Puds Night.  I've learned to be less 
ambitious with each trip and just let our family be open to however the 
days unfold.  

I'd like to make a correction to our review of Teresa Belton’s book 
Happier People Healthier Planet in the last edition of QV.  The correct 
subtitle is 'How putting wellbeing first would help sustain life on Earth'.  
Teresa is a member of Norwich and Waveney Area Meeting and I first 
heard about her book in an area meeting newsletter.  I love reading all 
your meeting newsletters and it's been a pleasure to catch up on these 
over the summer.  

I've particularly enjoyed reading about how meetings are trying out 
different ways to help Friends get to know one another more deeply and 
to re-jig Area Meeting so that it can help us be more open to spiritual 
transformation. Being part of our Area Meeting helps me remember 
that being Quaker is more than Meeting for Worship on Sundays in 
Wandsworth (even though that is, of course, very important!), and more 
than trying to live out my faith each day as an individual.  Area Meeting 
connects me to something bigger than my local community and yet it is 
not so big as to blur into a notion of the 'global community', which I find 
sometimes feels a little abstract.

So, in the spirit of getting to know one another, this edition brings you 
more stories we've collected from newsletters from near and far.  I hope 

you enjoy this exchange and are inspired to share 
your stories with us. How are you getting to know 
others in your local and area meetings?  How has 
your meeting helped you to grow spiritually?  How 
has or will this spiritual transformation help you to 
change the world?

In friendship,
Jennifer Mui, editor 
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Does death part us?
Judith Smith

I attended my first Quaker Life 
Representative Council in April 2016.  
The theme “Sharing our end-of-life 
stories” resonated strongly with me, 
as my husband Martin died in January 2015.

I found the sharing of experiences, in home groups, workshops, and in 
worship and other plenary sessions, very helpful, both challenging and 
comforting, as I’m sure did many others present.

But the wider aim of the Council is that the representatives should 
spread this opportunity to share experiences of death, dying and 
bereavement to their own Meetings and communities.  We are an ageing 
Society – and society – and our need to support each other in these 
matters will become greater as time goes on.

The Council touched on a great range of topics for us to reflect and 
act on, but one of the workshops, on our attitudes to life after death, 
immediately attracted me, as it is a subject that has concerned me much 
over the years, with my feelings about it naturally becoming more 
sharply focused when Martin died. Of course there was a variety of views 
expressed during the workshop, and I hope those whose views differ 
from mine will bear with, and if necessary put aside, my very personal 
reflections.  Death is and will remain the ultimate mystery, and we need 
to remember the lines from Hamlet: “There are more things in heaven 
and earth than our dreamt of in your philosophy…”

Martin died suddenly while on a gentle cycle ride with two Ffriends.  
Just over two years before, out cycling alone, he had had a cardiac arrest, 
but a passer-by began almost immediately to attempt resuscitation, and 
the paramedics, who arrived a few minutes afterwards, were soon able to 
get his heart beating again.  After heart bypass surgery, he seemed to be 
recovering well, and was able to take up his projects and passions again, 
perhaps at a slightly slower pace.  But the diabetes he had inherited from 
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his father, who also died suddenly, and which he had kept under control 
for over twelve years, began to worsen in the last months of his life, and 
no doubt hastened his death.

Its brutal suddenness left his family and Ffriends, as well as myself, in 
deep shock.  It made it more difficult even than usual for those left behind 
to accept that someone so alive had died, and even now a small part of me 
still doesn’t quite believe it.  While I had to agree when others said that 
he had had a merciful, instantaneous death, and that he had not suffered, 
nor survived hopelessly physically and mentally damaged, it still seemed 
to me that fate had dealt him and us a cruel blow in snatching him away 
with no warning, and no time to say goodbye to us, nor for us to be 
with him at that last moment, no time to finish projects he was already 
working on.  

Was there any consolation for us in the hope that Martin would have 
entered an afterlife, and in some sense been reunited with his parents and 
others close to him who had died?

For some, I’m sure, but not for me.  Though I had not had a religious 
upbringing, I loved the stories about Jesus which I heard at school, and 
delighted in descriptions of heaven: “In my Father’s house, there are many 
mansions.”  I imagined a collection of all kinds of houses, offered to us by 
God, a kindly old man in the sky.  Unlike many of my contemporaries, 
I was fortunate to encounter few if any stories portraying a wrathful or 
vengeful God, punishing or at best being prepared to forgive human 
beings’ sinfulness.

But, as happens to many of us, my teenage years brought questioning, 
especially after one particular event: the death, from pneumonia, of a girl 
in my year at school, aged fourteeen.  There was the shock of discovering 
that someone of my own age could die, and that a loving God could let 
it happen.  Most devastatingly, there was a dawning realisation of what 
happens to our bodies after we die.  From then on, I could not, and still 
cannot, believe in life after death. Indeed, during one of my very rare 
periods of depression in my early twenties, I felt that life was basically 
meaningless, because we all have to die, and there is nothing afterwards.   
So it is not surprising that a friend’s comment, in her letter of condolence 
after Martin had died, that he was now watching over his family from 
above, brought only a sad smile from me and a sigh of, “I wish…”
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However there had been a shift during the intervening years. There was 
the bleakness of other deaths: grandparents, older friends, the suicides 
of three contemporaries.  But, amid the shock of my mother’s death just 
over twenty years ago, there was a sudden brief moment pf peace, just 
after we came back from scattering her ashes by the river near where my 
parents lived.  And when my father died, some eleven years later, I had a 
sense of the supportive presence of both my parents, in my local Meeting 
for Worship, and when worshipping in a Meeting House in the Yorkshire 
Dales not far from their home (though neither of them was a Quaker).  A 
friend spoke of a similar experience when she returned to work after her 
mother’s death: she felt that both her late parents were “on my shoulders”.

And a sense of Martin’s loving, supportive presence, particularly in 
places that were special to him, like our home, our Meeting House, and 
the best views on our favourite walks, was with me soon after he died 
and still comes to me sometimes, despite my lack of belief in life after 
death.  I see it as a legacy a loved one leaves behind rather than signs of 
an afterlife.  The love he gave us during his lifetime lives on in our hearts, 
our memories, in the inspiration, help and example he gave us, and in 
our attempts to carry on his work. When choosing quotations for his 
funeral leaflet, I had to lay aside William Penn’s words, beautiful as they 
are: “Death is but crossing the world, as friends do the sea…”   (Quaker 
Faith and Practice, 22.95).  But John Wilhelm Rowntree “spoke to my 
condition”:  “Love bridges death.  We are comrades of those who are 
gone: though death separate us, their work, their fortitude, their love shall 
be ours” (22.94).

There are times of course – probably more frequent as time goes on  – 
when I miss Martin sorely.  I feel I am living life on two levels: always 
with a sense of his absence, yet sometimes, alongside it, a sense too of his 
love being still with me.  I feel sad that he is missing family gatherings, 
particularly having fun with the little grandson he has never seen, 
enjoying being with Quaker and other friends, especially working with 
them to try to make the world a better place.  Yet part of me is still able 
to treasure these special times as well as smaller incidents, as we were 
learning to do together, in retirement, and later in those precious two 
years after Martin’s heart bypass operation.  The despair of my twenties 
has given way to the words of Advices and Queries 30: “Accepting the fact 
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of death, we are freed to live more fully.”
I know that I shall go on loving Martin till I too die, and I hope that 

then that love will pass on to our family and friends, and stay with them.    
Yes, death does part us, but there is something precious that remains.

Judith Smith is a member of Central Yorkshire Area Meeting.

God and 
communication
Noël Staples

How does God communicate with 
us?  In previous articles, I have 
described communication with 
God as going one way – from us to God.  How God 
communicates with us is a more difficult discussion...

In an article in The Friend last year (13.03.15) I wrote: ‘We communicate 
totally with God through God’s creation all the time.  Let us then take 
great care with our total communication and we will come as close 
to the Kingdom of Heaven as we can in this life.’  Do we also receive 
communication from God through every part of creation?  Yes we do.  
What do I mean by the term “creation”?  I’m not implying an external 
creator, somehow separate from the creation itself.  I don’t really know, 
but what sense of a creator I have may become clearer as you read. 

An aspect of Freud’s thinking which interests me is his 
metapsychological ‘economic (or “energy”) model of the mind’.  Freud 
thought of ideas as having some sort of energy (or affect) attached and 
looked at ideas which seemed to have large amounts of energy attached, 
resulting in inappropriate or negative actions not best suited to quotidian 
functioning.  He thought that energy moved around in the subconscious 
mind and was to some extent governed by the conscious mind.  (It might 
even be that ideas are just energy.)  He thought that the conscious mind 
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repressed ideas which were unacceptable for one reason or another—not 
necessarily good reasons—and that their energy was displaced onto other 
ideas.

I want to use an economic model here as a tool to think about energy 
attaching to ideas as they arise into the conscious mind.  We might think 
a major source of energy is God, or the eternal spirit, or whatever it is we 
call that ineffable presence which so many humans sense both in us and 
permeating all creation.  Despite its cultural baggage I hope you will not 
mind if, for the sake of brevity, we just call it “God”.

For this exploration I want to assume that it is important to have a 
good distribution of energy amongst the ideas in our conscious minds 
and, further, that that distribution should be very similar to that which 
is amongst the ideas in our subconscious minds.  That is not to say that 
all our conscious ideas should be in balance by carrying the same energy 
charge (or have the same intensity, as we might also describe it) but that 
an idea which has a strong (or weak) charge of energy in our conscious 
minds should have a similarly strong (or weak) charge subconsciously.

The idea of what we sense as the light, the eternal presence or God can 
also carry more or less energy depending either (a) on our receptivity or 
(b) on the frequency with which the idea arises in us.  The more this sense 
of presence comes to dominate our lives, the greater its charge of energy.  
That energy distributes itself around our subconscious ideas, perhaps 
only attaching to ideas in keeping with its source.  It may be the level of 
energy that raises ideas into our conscious minds.  If we can discern these 
ideas we could be enabled to choose to follow the will of God (though to 
attribute a “will” to God is, of course, anthropomorphic, as indeed it is to 
attribute any characteristic to God – it cannot be any other way if words 
are the tools of the intellect and we cannot grasp God with our intellect).  

When we try to discern the “will” of God, either individually or sharing 
in a group seeking unity, we perhaps are trying to see which of our ideas, 
both consciously and subconsciously, have attracted this charge of energy 
from God.  What we perceive as the “love” of God is just the background 
energy, or even the consciousness of the cosmos as one gigantic living 
organism.  It certainly feels to my sense of the “presence” to be a “flow”, a 
“power” of some sort, but I just don’t really know: sometimes it seems like 
the music of the spheres, or like a gentle breeze, always frustratingly just 
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beyond my physical senses.
How, then, does God communicate with us through all creation? 

Whatever this “presence” is which I and many others sense as permeating 
everything, it is communicated both through the input of our senses 
into our subconscious minds AND, apparently, from a deep part of our 
subconscious mind which is also part of God (or whatever it is that can 
give us that wonderful and profound sense of oneness with the universe).  
Our sense data are all processed subconsciously and I have no idea what 
kind of process goes on there which gives rise to conscious ideas.  What 
matters here is what we do with those conscious ideas and how what 
we do with them may affect the balance of energy in our subconscious 
minds.  

I am only theorising, but it may be that we have somehow to manage 
the energy distribution of ideas in our conscious minds so that it is 
consistent with the energy distribution of our subconscious minds.  As 
Etty Hillesum observed, ‘There is a really deep well inside me.  And in it 
dwells God.  Sometimes I am there, too.  But more often stones and grit 
block the well, and God is buried beneath.  Then He must be dug out 
again.’ (p91 The Letters and Diaries of Etty Hillesum 1941–3, unabridged.)  

Freudian psychoanalysis tries to get analysands to discover for 
themselves the source of the inappropriate energy attached to the ideas 
(neuroses) which are causing actions which make them dysfunctional in 
their day-to-day life.  This process of catharsis (cleansing of the emotions) 
produces an abreaction (release or discharge) and restores a better energy 
distribution amongst the ideas governing his or her daily actions. As 
ordinary Quakers (i.e. not so dysfunctional as to need psychological 
help) we can in our day-to-day lives examine our ideas in terms of how 
energetic they are and ask ourselves about the level of energy we perceive.  
Perhaps we can decide whether the energy, or intensity, of an idea 
seems appropriate – not too much or surprisingly little – and, if so, ask 
ourselves why.  This could be important when it comes to discerning our 
way forward “in the light”.  If we observe some of our ideas which carry 
seemingly too much or too little energy, these may be the “stones” and 
“grit” which block Etty’s “well” and need digging out by restoring more 
appropriate energy levels to them.
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It may be that the unequal distribution of energy between our 
conscious and subconscious ideas is a problem. It obstructs the flow into 
our conscious mind of communication from God.  Communication 
comes both through our sensual perceptions into our subconscious 
minds and from the deep parts of our subconscious minds which either 
are parts of or, at least, are in continual contact with God.  This is perhaps 
what George Fox was getting at when he talked about how

if you love this light, it will teach you, walking up and down and 
lying in bed, and never let you speak a vain word; but loving it 
you love Christ and hating the light there is the condemnation of 
you all.   (Epistle to all those that most constantly followed William 
Lampitt the priest, in Nickalls, Journal, p142.)

 or

The light is that which exercises the conscience towards God, and 
towards man, where it is loved. (Works 3:518)

What I have tried to construct is a helpful way of thinking about how 
we may be receiving communication from God, from all of creation, 
through all our senses and from the deepest part of our minds which may 
be in contact with, or part of, God.  What blocks that communication 
could be the unequal distribution of energy caused by the actions of the 
conscious mind repressing ideas into the subconscious mind in reaction 
to cultural and experiential pressures in daily life.  If we can redistribute 
the energy from our ideas by knowing ourselves well, by letting the light 
teach us how we really are, we may sense the presence of God all the 
more.  The growing energy from that divine source may spread through 
our ideas, attaching to only those ideas which it holds in sympathy, and 
we may find ourselves coming ever closer to oneness with God, with all 
that may imply for our consequent actions.  

My own sense of communication from God is very real.  While others 
can feel quite distinctly spoken to, that has never happened to me. I 
have on a very few occasions had a very clear verbal idea for which I 
cannot account in any other way except that it is a communication from 
God – an idea so “energised” by the sense of the “presence of the light, 
the eternal spirit, God – that it has suddenly risen into my conscious 
mind.  But it always seems as though I am communicated with, to the 
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extent that recently I had barely spoken a question out loud to God when 
I found myself immediately responding out loud ‘yes I know you are’.  
My frequent sense of being at one with the “presence” is wonderfully 
rewarding.  

Noël Staples is a member of Cambridge and Peterborough Area Meeting. 

Meeting the Psychiatrist I 
Call “God”
I heard a lot about him before
But in his presence was more
He read me as easily as an open book
Surely I was in the
Presence of God.

He said a lot in a few words
He just in a split second
Knew me through and through
Nothing could be hidden 
His mind was so
Compassionate wise and strong
He simply said “You wish
It was true”.

He knew straight away
And even from that day 
I knew everything would be okay
Because in the presence of God
I was accepted
And totally understood.

Ross McRae attends Wandsworth Local Meeting.
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Not at home
in memoriam L.J.R.

(His mind once had its home all in one room,
equipment and materials close to hand:
its frameworks, pathways, records, rules, routines,  
perceptions, recollections, ponderings,words.
It used old habits to open up new ways;
it targeted, and took, with all the speed
and deftness of a lizard’s darting tongue;
and it could scan, identify, assess,
compare, consider, calculate or guess,
define, decide, retain, create... express.)

Now this is strange. This doesn’t feel like home.
What is this house? A home?

My mind can’t find
its things. They must have given us the slip.

I had some thoughts just now right on the tip
of... the iceberg. Have they run to another room,
to skulk inside some unused, mothballed drawer?
Oh, they’ll turn up. Well, that’s what people say.

Or have the white coats taken them away?

I dare not search these empty, leering floors;
bewildering stairways; unexpected doors,
floodgates perhaps to billows of babbling fears
using this tongue that doesn’t seem my own.

Who owns this mansion then? And these ideas?

Do I live here?

Alan Russell is a member of East Cheshire Area Meeting.
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An Island All of Our 
Own
review by Emma Chandler

When Holly and Davy’s mum died, 
they were given a choice: either go 
to Australia to live with their aunt 
and cousins or stay in London, in their flat above 
Ranjit’s chip shop, with their eighteen-year-old brother 
Jonathan.

A couple of years later, while visiting their eccentric Great Aunt Irene in 
hospital, Holly is given a photo album by her. Nothing special, just a few 
random photos of beaches, offices and railway tracks. But then, when 
Irene dies just a few days later, leaving them lots of expensive – if a little 
dated – jewellery, but no entitlement papers at all, Holly realises maybe 
those pictures weren’t so pointless after all.

This book is great for both adults and children and covers lots of 
themes in an exciting and well written way. The characters and the story 
are both really engaging and inspired. I loved the way it takes you in and 
you are able to feel as if you are in the room with Holly herself.

I think this book should be read by everyone, both children and adults 
as it covers topics, such as death and growing up without parents, in an 
ingenious and stimulating way.

An Island All of Our Own by Sally Nicholls is published by Scholastic 
Press. ISBN 978-1407124339, £6.99.  Sally is a member of Oxford 
Meeting.

Emma Chandler attends Lancaster Meeting.
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Apocalypse now... and always
Anne Marshall

I have had problems reading Revelation and have 
sought helpful commentaries on this book of the Bible, 
so my eye was caught by the Woodbrooke course 
entitled ‘Non-violent Apocalypse – Peace Church 
perspective on Revelation’. Thus in October I attended 
a weekend on this topic with a small friendly group 
and Mark Russ as tutor.

Mark is a music specialist and he included some relevant recordings of 
‘Messiah’ choruses, for example (all quotations from Revelation). We were 
asked how we felt about Revelation. For me there was little ‘revelation’ 
and a good deal of mystery. It was a book full of beasts and angels, scrolls 
and bowls.

Of course, there are different ways of approaching this obscure book. To 
believe that it actually predicts future events is dangerous and misleading. 
Some consider it just a work of its time, or a poetic expression of eternal 
truths or of political relevance which gives comfort and aid in times of 
injustice and protest. Maybe it can also be understood as pastoral and 
prophetic – a document of Christian formation calling the church to 
faithfulness during times of compromise with unjust powers.                                                                            

Revelation has a controversial place in the Bible. It was the last book 
to be accepted into the canon or official version. Martin Luther found no 
evidence of the Holy Spirit in it and it was the only book on which John 
Calvin did not write a commentary. However George Fox did write a 
point-by-point interpretation of Revelation.                                            

This strange book has given great inspiration to artists and musicians. 
The colours and numbers have exercised many imaginations and had 
varied interpretations.  The prophecy of Revelation comes mainly from 
Isaiah and Ezekiel.

We considered the seven letters to the seven churches in Asia Minor. 
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It is the angel of each church which is addressed. Perhaps this means 
the spirit or ethos of each community. George Fox saw how the seven 
churches were seduced by the corruption of contemporary, i.e. Roman, 
society and for him the seventeenth-century churches’ reliance on 
tradition and succession was a form of apostasy: straying from the true 
path. The essence of Quaker worship for him was waiting on the Lord and 
the experience of a ‘new creation’ as quoted in Revelation.                                                                                                 

Although there is much violent imagery in the last book of the Bible 
it is not the Almighty who commits the violence. In chapter 13 the 
inevitable consequences of evil are described thus: ‘if you kill by the 
sword you will die by the sword’.                                                                  

Fox believed in the image of the slaughtered lamb i.e. Christ’s suffering 
and death and the testimony of martyrs were the key to understanding 
events in his own life and experience. He lived through the Civil War, 
Commonwealth, Restoration and the persecution of Friends after 
that. The world had indeed been turned upside down for him and his 
followers.                                                                                 

When early Friends talked of ‘fighting the Lamb’s war’ in imagery from 
Revelation it was always as a struggle with spiritual weapons and never 
with physical ones because the war was ‘not against man’s person nor 
hurtful to any of the Creation’.                                                 

So how can we understand this terminology in present-day Quakerism? 
Perhaps the violence in Revelation is a wake-up call to our society and 
to the realisation of our own complicity in current violent structures and 
regimes.  Two positive responses to this can be:                                                                       

1. To name the Beast of Babylon of today i.e. the market, capitalism, the 
‘establishment’ to which we all belong in some way.                        

2. Coming out/standing up for justice and integrity via human rights 
movements and ecological concerns.                                                                  

So can we support the downtrodden and oppressed and care more for 
the planet in some way?  It is so important to keep before us the vision 
of a peaceable kingdom and continue to believe in the ever present and 
future kingdom of heaven on earth which is envisaged in Revelation.   

Anne Marshall is a member of Brighouse West Yorkshire Area Meeting.  

This article was first published in Meeting Points, the newsletter of 
Brighouse West Yorkshire Area Meeting.
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Music and Spirituality
Mayda Narvey

Music has been a part of my life since I was very 
little.  I started playing the piano when I was five and 
the cello when I was eight.  My cello teacher, Peggie 
Sampson, was a bit of an anomaly.  Born in Edinburgh 
to a very well-connected family (she had a photograph 
on her wall of herself as a child with her parents and 
Albert Schweitzer), she had gone to study with Pablo 
Casals and the reknowned teacher of composition, 
Nadia Boulanger, in Paris.  

But somehow, in her mid-fifties, Peggie (or Dr Sampson as I knew her) 
had pitched up in Winnipeg, Canada, a backwater, to say the least.  She 
was, in fact, a Quaker although I have no memories of her speaking of 
that side of her life. And yet it was because of her that I first attended a 
Quaker Meeting many many years later.  I was intrigued but found it hard 
to reconcile with my raucous and unrestrained Jewish background.  I still 
do!

Peggie had both an enquiring and a quirky mind, a sense of the animate 
in all things so that there was a sort of poetry about both the music she 
taught me and anything else she brought to the lesson.  I think she must 
have imbued everything we worked on with mystery and possibility, with 
the idea that the music I was trying to decipher and play was a code for 
something imponderably greater.

There was a period of my life when I was raising young children when 
I moved away from music.  I feared to take my cello out of its case with 
toddlers around and the days seemed to slip away from me very quickly.  
And then after not practising for some time, I didn’t want to play because 
I knew I would offend my own ears!  But life stepped in.  I was asked to 
play the piano for someone’s wedding and started to practise for that.  I 
had been teaching young children to play the piano for several years; 
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now I found myself wanting to return to my own piano studies.  I was 
blessed in finding another wonderful teacher who, equally, became a great 
influence in the way I saw almost everything.  Wanda Jeziorska had left 
Poland with her family during the war, arriving first in Paris and then 
settling in London.  She had had a career as a piano teacher rather than as 
a performer (in fact she taught pedagogy at the Trinity School of Music) 
and was truly fascinated by how the mind, body and spirit interacted 
in the making of music.  In our lessons I found a place to explore a 
multitude of ideas about not only music but how the mind works.  As 
a child, I  had been very resistant to addressing the physical aspects of 
playing but with Wanda, the ‘sport’ of music became fascinating to me.  
She had a way of drawing connections between music and every aspect of 
life.

Eventually, my self-imposed exile from the cello ended.  After about 
two years of slowly rebuilding my technique, I found that I could not only 
play at least as well as I had before the children (I had at that time played 
professionally both in an orchestra and as a chamber musician) but that 
I had found a new connection to music through noticing its connection 
to other aspects of life.  If spirituality (a word that I find hard to define) 
is, most generally, our inner life, then music had intertwined itself with 
spirituality in interesting and unexpected ways.

Wanda’s ever-fascinating reflections and advice on the way our thoughts 
and perceptions influence our physical movements filtered into my cello 
practice.  At first I struggled to translate some of her ideas to this different 
instrument but gradually, over time and along a very windy path, I made 
connections.  She had been the first to introduce me to the notion of 
gesture; the idea that we encompass a musically defined group of notes 
in a sort of physical flourish.  This flourish had two aspects and functions 
(I am encapsulating many hours of work and thought on various 
pieces of music here!):  on the one hand it meant that the player could 
execute many notes with ease, the way the beginning reader moves from 
enunciating every letter – ‘c-a-t ‘ – to recognising and saying the entire 
word – ‘cat’;  but the gesture had to be modelled both to the musical shape 
(the rise and fall of the notes) and to the musical intent (we don’t plead 
with someone by pointing our finger at them).  Finding a way to make 
these gestures on the cello proved endlessly fascinating, as did the search 
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to see what mental attitude or physical response could help when a phrase 
simply didn’t sound right.

In the old days, I had been a compulsive but not terribly effective 
practiser.  There was even a period, as a student, when I had imposed 
an eight-hour-a-day regime on myself!  In hindsight, I understand that 
practice is a great deal but not everything.  Nowadays I am so aware of 
the moments of grace when things just go right.  As a student studying 
with the terrifying performer, Janos Starker, I had a rather extraordinary 
experience: I was preparing for my final recital,  putting in hours and 
hours of practice particularly on a frighteningly virtuosic piece that was 
to end the programme.  I felt down-hearted about my own capabilities to 
the point where I hadn’t even told Starker the day and time of the recital.  
I have little memory of the first part of the concert but I remember vividly 
what happened when I started the final piece.  Suddenly I noticed that 
my bow arm was moving flawlessly and with extraordinary ease over the 
strings while my left hand danced over the finger board.  These things 
were just happening.  I  had nothing to do with them.  I could only watch 
and marvel.  I have never had another experience so very startling but 
moments do occur in performance when everything starts to flow, when 
every note is in tune and smooth and suddenly I am freed to shape a 
phrase absolutely according to my inner ear; these, in a small way, are 
moments of grace. And although it seems impossible to predict when 
those moments might happen, or control the factors that make them 
possible, one thing that seems common to them is the absence of ‘I’.

My son, who is a guitarist, once said to me when I asked if he was going 
to play a solo with his band:  ‘There is no ‘I’ in team’.  A clever quip but 
not entirely accurate, I think.  In music as in life, it seems to me, there 
is continual mediation between I and team.  I had a sort of revelation 
a few years ago when the cellist in a quartet I was coaching was unable 
to attend the class.  The quartet was playing Brahms and struggling a 
little over the difficult rhythms.  When I sat down with my cello, I did 
so not as a member of their quartet but as their teacher.  I saw my role 
as giving them, through my playing, a clear structure to lean on.  It was 
a completely different stance to my normal approach in chamber music 
where it seems to be my instinct to divine the intentions of the other 
members of the group and fit in with them in a supportive way.  Two very 
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Vocal Ministry Workshop
Alice Curteis

Ruth and James McCarthy came from York to lead 
a workshop on vocal ministry on 12th March. It was 
attended by about a dozen people from St Andrews 
and Dundee local meetings. 

I had expected to learn about what vocal ministry should or shouldn’t be, 
and indeed the guidelines we are familiar with came up from time to time 
—about the length, content, timing and frequency of one’s ministry, and 
how to decide whether, when or when not to speak. 

But this was a much more reflective experience.  We started with an 
activity in which each of us picked out a picture, painting or photo and 
was encouraged to then think about what that image seemed to say about 
us and our presence in Meeting for Worship.  This kind of subconscious 
choice of image can be a powerful way into self-reflection.  And it set the 
scene for bringing the whole of ourselves, and not just our words, into the 
day’s work. 

Ruth and James gave us various opportunities to explore each other’s 
experience of hearing and giving vocal ministry.  For me, this expanded 

different ways of handling a situation, both valid and necessary at times.  
The art, I can see, is in knowing – in music and in life! – when each is 
appropriate.  

It has been very helpful over these past years to draw connections 
between what I understand about living life, and what I am trying to 
achieve musically.  It becomes an even more fascinating exercise when I 
reverse the process.  I still feel the disparity between my Jewish roots and 
my Quaker attendance.  But then I remind myself that I am equally able 
to play both Bach and Stravinsky.  

Mayda Narvey attends Wandsworth Local Meeting.



Quaker Voices

18

my appreciation of Advices & Queries 12: 

Receive the vocal ministry of others in a tender and creative spirit. 
Reach for the meaning deep within it, recognising that even if it is 
not God’s word for you, it may be so for others.

I particularly liked the last activity where we divided into two groups, 
those who never or rarely give vocal ministry and those who do so more 
often.  We got to know the thoughts and feelings of our own group 
members and then devised questions to put to the other group.  These 
were such interesting conversations.  They brought out the value of 
silent ministry and emphasised the contribution that each person brings 
to a Meeting for Worship, whether they speak or not.  A&Q 12 again: 
‘Remember that we all share responsibility for the meeting for worship 
whether our ministry is in silence or through the spoken word’.

The workshop was a terrific experience – many thanks to Ruth 
and James for their beautifully thought-out and sensitively delivered 
programme.

Alice Curteis is a member of East Scotland Area Meeting.

This article was first published in The Tayside Quaker.

There is no deeper love
There is no deeper love

than that I offer Thee
(said the darkness

to the light)
and the light entered in
and the darkness was taken  

into it entirely
and they became One.

Bill Mize is a member of Live Oak Friends Meeting of Houston, Texas, USA.
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Towards Islam: A 
Quaker Reaches for 
the Light 
(Part 3 of a series of three articles)

Christopher Adam Bagley

Comparing Islam, Judaism and Quakerism

Stuart Masters, with scholarly insight, has focussed on similarities and 
differences between Quaker and Jewish beliefs.1 Stuart posits the ‘Greek 
view’ of much of Christian thought – the idea that God can only be 
known as ‘the flight of the soul from the world and history’ – in contrast 
to the Judaeo-Quaker view that ‘God can be known because he invades 
history to meet men in historical experience.’ The Islamic view also 
(whilst asserting that God transcends gender, and should not be termed 
‘he’) sees humankind working in partnership with God (through daily 
rituals and following of the Hadith) in a wonderful planet ‘named’ and 
ordered by Prophet Adam. Islam venerates this precious world, which 
is like a garden in which the co-dwelling of beast and human can be 
reordered to be like that first garden. 

Yes, Muslims believe that the country of God on Earth is possible, in 
a world which respects the plurality of religions within a social contract 
in which we respect, tolerate and support each other, Muslim and 
non-Muslim alike. Stuart sees Quakers and Jews sharing the idea that 
‘spirituality is a life lived in the constant presence of the divine’ (quoting 
Rabbi Herschel): yes, this is true of Muslims too. Our five daily prayers 

1 Stuart Masters “Abraham’s offspring, heirs according to the promise” (Galatians 3:28)  
The Friends Quarterly, 4, 4-15. Muslims too, of course, are heirs of Abraham. Islam 
holds that since Almighty God breathes the soul into each human at the 20th week of 
embryonic life, all human beings from the beginning until the end of time, become 
Muslims, including Jews and Christians. Discovering the light of God shining into 
each soul is part of the process of becoming Muslim.
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and Qur’anic and Hadith readings anchor us on “the straight path” 
towards union with God.

Does God ‘work and act through us’, as Stuart asserts for Quakers and 
Jews? No: in Islam God orders our lives by giving us daily tasks, shining 
the light into us and not through us: God gives us free will by which we 
may choose alternative pathways. Allah advises us not to engage in ‘if 
only’ or ‘what if ’ forms of speculation. If we make mistakes, we ask God 
for forgiveness, and set about tackling new challenges.2 

Stuart writes about “the new covenant” that resulted from Pentecost. 
For Muslims, Christ’s covenant is not “new”, but is the repeated Prophetic 
message: acknowledge Almighty God, worship God continually, ask for 
forgiveness, and do good works. Each Prophet throughout history, from 
Adam until the final Prophet Muhammad, has offered humankind this 
same message.3  Jews who received Christ’s prophetic message, without 
attributing divinity to Jesus, were known as Ebionites. Their writings and 
gospels were effectively suppressed by the Paulite faction, who rewrote 
the original gospels to suit a particular political theology.4  Ebionites left 
Israel in the face of persecution, for Arabia, and are lost to history: almost 
certainly they were absorbed within Islam.

For Jews and Quakers, Stuart tells us ‘the afterlife is of relatively minor 
importance’. Not so for Muslims: contemplating the pathway to paradise, 
through prayer and good deeds, is of major concern in Islam. Christians, 
Jews and Muslims have much ground in common, but can also agree on 
respecting differences. 

Stuart cites an early Quaker universalism (also noting George Fox’s 
sympathetic reading of The Qur’an5) which involved (according to 
2 C. Bagley (2015). Islam, predestination and free-will: a paradox resolved? The 
Universalist, February, 7-11.
3 J. Esposito (1996) Islam: The Straight Path. Oxford University Press.
4 B. Ehrman (2003).  Lost Christianities. Oxford University Press; and B. Ehrman 
(2011). Forged: Writing in the Name of God. New York: Harcourt Brace. Islam too has 
a history of forged texts, including those favouring harsh punishments, oppression 
of women, and violence against “non-believers”: J.A.C. Brown (2014). Misquoting 
Muhammad: The Challenge and Choice of Interpreting the Prophet’s Legacy. London: 
Bloomsbury One World Books.
5  J.J.  Meggitt (2013). Early Quakers and Islam. Uppsala: Swedish Science Press. Open 
access pdf at: http://www.justinmeggitt.info/publications/
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William Penn): “ … a conformity of mind and practice to the will of God, 
in all holiness of conversation, according to the dictates of this Divine 
principle of Light and Life in the soul which denotes a person truly a 
child of God.” It was this impulse which led to Margaret Fell’s message to 
Jews  “… to turn them to their Inward Teacher (the Torah of the heart)”, 
and certainly not to convert them. 

I find these metaphors of light, the inward teacher, and the promptings  
within the soul encouraging, for they seem to concur with the Islamic 
account of how God communicates with the soul which God has created 
within each human. The Qalb, the heart, has a central place in Muslim 
theology: the good intentions of the heart, reflecting the light that God 
shines within us, are what stimulate Muslims to follow The Straight Path. 

In The Qur’an there are many accounts which Old Testament scholars 
will find familiar, if not in points of detail, nevertheless in theology: 
“Those who believe and do good works shall be Companions of Bliss, 
eternally, forever. Remember that God took a covenant from the Children 
of Israel to worship none but God; to be kind to parents, kin, orphans 
and the needy, be steadfast in prayer and perform regular acts of charity.” 
(Qur’an, 2: 82-83). This is the basis for the Muslim plural society, in 
which Muslims tolerate other monotheisms and incorporate them into 
the Muslim welfare system. This happy coexistence lasted right up to 
1948, but was tragically destroyed by the foundation of the State of 
Israel, imposed upon the people of Palestine.6  Yet the theological basis 
for mutual tolerance remains strong in Islam: “Surely those who believe 
[as Muslims] and the Jews, the Sabaeans, and the Christians: whoever of 
them believes in God and the Last Day behaves righteously – no fear shall 
befall them, neither shall they grieve in the Hereafter.” (Qur’an, 5: 69)

And for gentle Quakers, who have no overt creed concerning the 
afterlife and the final judgement, but who walk cheerfully through the 
world doing good deeds and finding God in all of humankind, there is a 
significant conjunction with Islam in the powerful metaphor of God as 
light. Almighty God offers the divine spirit through this light: 

6  As the American Muslim scholar Mehnaz Alfridi puts it: “The Holocaust was a crime 
inflicted by Europeans for which Palestinians paid the price.” M. Alfridi (2014). Shoah 
through Muslim Eyes. New York: White Cloud Press. For an elaboration of a pacifist 
solution to Palestine/Israel issues, see Bagley (2015) in the Bibliography.
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7 Qur’an, Surah 24: Light.

8 Hadith no. 6316 reported by Al Bukhari. Fortress of the Muslim (2009) (ed. S. Al-
Qahtani). Riyadh: Darussalam Publications.

Allah is the Light of the Heavens and earth. God’s light is like this: 
there is a niche, and in it a lamp, the lamp inside a glass, a glass 
like a glittering star, fuelled from a blessed olive tree from neither 
east nor west, whose oil almost gives light even when no fire 
touches it – light upon light – God guides whomever God will to the 
Divine Light.7

The Prophet responds to this shining of divine light, in his Hadith: 

Oh Allah, place light in my heart, and on my tongue light, and in my 
ears light and in my sight light, and above me light, and below me 
light, and to my right light, and to my left light, and before me light 
and behind me light. Place in my soul light. Magnify for me light 
and amplify for me light. Oh Allah grant me a light, and place light 
in my nerves, and in my body light, and in my skin light and in my 
hair light and in my skin light.8

So too, may Quakers pray.

Christopher Adam Bagley is a member of East Cheshire Area Meeting.

The following bibliography includes resources for the three articles in this 
series.

General books and papers
C. Bagley & N. Al-Refai (2015). Religious and ethnic integration in 

British and Dutch cultures: historical and contemporary review. Paper 
given to SOAS-Nohoudh conference, University of London: Engaging 
with the Integration Discourse, November, 2015.

C. Bagley (2015). Islam Today: A Muslim Quaker’s View. The Quaker 
Universalist Group, Pamphlet No. 34. Available from qug.org.uk

M.W. Khan (2012). Principles of Islam. Birmingham: Goodword Books.
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The Qur’an and Hadith
M.A.S. Abdel Haleem (Translator, 2004). The Qur’an. Oxford University 

Press.
J.A.C. Brown (2009). Hadith: Muhammad’s Legacy in the Medieval and 

Modern World. London: Bloomsbury One World Series.
C.L.G Eaton (Translator, 2008). The Book of Hadith: Sayings of the 

Prophet Muhammad, from the Mishkat al-Masabih. Bristol: The Book 
Foundation.

E. Ibrahim & D. Johnson-Davies (Translators, 1976). An-Nawawi’s Forty 
Hadith. Lebanon: Holy Koran Publishing House.

A. Shehata (2007). A Collection of 55 Hadith Actions with Immense 
Rewards. Houston: Hedaya Publications.

The Life of Muhammad
T. Ramadan (2007). The  Messenger: The Meanings of the Life of 

Muhammad. London: Penguin Books.
Z. Sardar (2012). Muhammad. London: Houghton Educational Books.

Educational Issues
C. Bagley & N. Al-Refai (2013). Citizenship education in England: A 

Study of 10 Islamic and State schools. Chapter in C. Tan & Y. Suleiman 
(eds.) Reforms in Islamic Education. London: Bloomsbury.

M.L.N. Wilkinson (2015). A Fresh Look at Islam in a Multi-Faith World: 
A Philosophy for Success through Education. London: Routledge.
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Why the failure to 
respond to 
Minute 36, the 
‘Canterbury 
Commitment’ of 
2011?
Thom Bonneville

Why do I say failure?  First of all, there is no doubt that 
individual and local meetings have done really well 
in many cases, so it’s not as though the failure I’m 
speaking of has been general. 

I say failure in part because so many are saying failure, but more because 
my local meeting’s efforts have proven rather off and on, while my 
attempts at making meaningful changes in my own life have fizzled 
somewhat... and I feel there’s a connexion between the two.

By my reading and according to the conversations I’ve been able 
to have, most of the commentaries and responses to Minute 36 from 
around the country understood from the get-go that this wasn’t merely 
about becoming a low-carbon community but was actually about 
transformation, and that sustainability touches all points of our witness 
and at all levels of our social engagement and personal conduct. Some 
Quakers flying less, going veggie and being more conscientious with the 
recycling was not going to be adequate to the crisis that led to the Minute. 
Some Meeting Houses reducing their carbon footprint of their premises 
was not going to do it either, though these things are of course very good 
and very necessary in and of themselves.

To go further, to commit to the Commitment – say, to the point of 
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near-unanimous engagement and to genuine sacrifices, personal and 
collective – would be difficult and daunting. Such would be an ‘adequate’ 
response. But in their interpretations of Minute 36 Quakers also noted 
pretty consistently that sustainability, widely conceived, has always 
been deeply embedded in our way – the way of peace and simplicity, of 
equality, and is at one with our testimony to the unity of creation.

So if a profound and profoundly daunting transformation were 
required, we can at least take heart from the fact that it would only (only!) 
be a matter of transforming into what we already are, or claim we are, and 
have always been or claimed to be.

Such a transformed community would surely serve as a beacon to other 
communities, fully working to bring the Kingdom. It may not, in the end, 
halt runaway climate change or even forestall the extinction of homo 
sapiens, but when have we ever been guaranteed success? (And is success 
even our ultimate aim? Isn’t our ultimate aim to conform to God’s will as 
we discern it?)

So forget ‘failure.’  If our commitment to sustainability hasn’t proven 
sustainable, how can we make it so? How should we try again?

Kelly Burke and I made four proposals in the report we submitted to 
Area Meeting and which appeared in May’s Quaker NeWs London.

1.  Review the progress made by individual Meeting Houses within 
Area Meeting in terms of sustainability (premises and other areas) 
and encourage and help them to take the next appropriate and 
practical steps.

This is building on and extending the good work mostly undertaken as 
part of the immediate response to Minute 36.

Do we know where each Meeting has got to, exactly? We understand 
that there has already been a survey of Edgware, Muswell Hill, 
Hampstead and Golders Green Meeting Houses.

How can we go the full nine yards, so to speak? 
How can we take this up a level and then use our achievements to 

inspire other Meetings and churches and groups beyond the RSoF?

2. Clarify whether all funds and portfolios held by NW London Area 
Meeting, and its local Meetings, have been divested from fossil 

fuels and, if not, consider taking steps to do so.
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QPSW have really run with divestment and have provided tools and can 
act as a knowledge hub for intricacies of divestment; and we heard from 
Friends at YM 2016 in May how some Meetings have trail-blazed here.

3. Consider ways to help Local Meetings and individuals access 
greening tools, such as carbon calculators, divestment resources, 
local produce information, etc.

Again, excellent resources are available from QPSW and more will appear 
as time goes on – what tools are right for us and how will we make 
utilising them a priority?

4. Consider other ways we might build on the Canterbury 
Commitment, develop a community of support and awareness on 
green issues, and otherwise bring fresh impetus to our work for 

climate justice.

This is the one I really want to focus on.
We could complete 1, 2 & 3 and still have achieved relatively little – 

little in national terms, vanishingly little in global terms. Indeed, the 
candidates for specific, practical steps we might take and initiatives 
which we might consider are very, very numerous. But will this lead us 
to a sustainable commitment? More boxes will have been ticked but the 
opportunity for transformation will not have been seized and when we’ve 
done with it we will – with a sigh and a wipe of our exhausted brows—set 
it all aside again.

We need instead to connect every element of our faith and practice, and 
see every word and deed knitted to this notion of sustainability, which 
we perhaps need a new word for, a different word. It is hard for God to 
come through this word “sustainability” and yet it is to this that we must 
be bound - a matter for religion, which comes from the latin verb religare 
(to bind). Tightly bound to one another, to God, to this earth. Unbound 
from, delivered once and for all from, the inessential – from the luxury 
goods and so-called comforts that harm our souls and bodies while they 
enrich the 1% and enslave the 99% and lay waste to the creation.

So my question for NW London Area Meeting (and all Area Meetings) 
is this: What is the body or structure that might best foster new ways of 
relating to the climate change issue and relating to one another around 
and through this issue? Area Meeting has the capacity for enabling this 



September 2016

27

transformation, as the body responsible for church affairs, spiritual/
pastoral care and the stewardship of resources: it’s where faith and 
practice meet the ground beyond the scale of individual worship and the 
local meeting. How might it join us one to another and join up all the 
areas of work we do so that their impact on the environment is clear?

More deeply, how will we make explicit and visible the fact that all 
the work Friends do –  on social justice, anti-militarism, community-
building, for healing and reconciliation, etc. –  all of this work is part 
of sustainability.  A ‘task force’ may be required, but the deeper need is 
beyond the scope of any task force traditionally conceived: it is, I believe, 
for a (re)forging of connexions between parts of our faith and practice 
which have become all too distinct.

Thom Bonneville attends Muswell Hill Local Meeting.
This article was first published in Quaker NeWs London (July 2016). 
Editor's note: Minute 36 of Britain Yearly Meeting calls on Quakers to take 
action collectively to build a 'low-carbon, sustainable community' and 
makes clear that this is a spiritual task.

The Light
Imagine!

Rose
A rose

A rose arose
Rays raise a rose – arose

Rays raise a rose – arose. A risen rose – a rose arisen
Rays raise a rose – arose. A risen rose arisen in a ray and placed in an 

array of risen roses raised by rays. 

Arrays of rose tinted spectacles to debar rose tinted rays. 
An array of rays - a radius.

Smile!

David Amos is a member of Kingston & Wandsworth Area Meeting.
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That we may take 
heed
Peter Leeming

I was greatly heartened one morning 
last year when I heard Giles Fraser 
on the radio conclude his thoughts 
on the anniversary of the Battle of Waterloo with the 
words:  ‘We worship the Prince of Peace, not the Duke 
of Wellington’.  His comment came as a welcome 
reminder that our priorities must lie elsewhere than 
with the acts and stratagems of generals or the 
significance of historical events.

We are concerned instead with the impact of such decisions and events 
on the lives and fate of ordinary people and their families.  We ask about 
those who carried out the orders and bore the consequences, those who 
paid the price, who suffered or died because of decisions in which they 
could play no part.

In recent weeks I too had been reflecting on anniversaries and on the 
prospect that, due to the turbulence of the twentieth century, we are faced 
in the years ahead with a crowded series of such occasions, most of which 
will have a pronounced military aspect.

Following the 2014 commemoration of the outbreak of the First 
World War we can now expect regular coverage on TV and radio of its 
campaigns, victories and defeats, before the media turn their attention in 
2018 to the Treaty of Versailles and to the subsequent disasters for which 
that Treaty can undoubtedly be blamed.  In parallel to this there will be 
anniversaries of events during and following the Second World War.  
Indeed these have already begun with the commemoration of the battle of 
Britain and the 70th anniversary of the end of World War Two.  The start 
and stages of The Cold War are next in line and no doubt TV production 
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teams are already at work on the programmes or haggling over viewing 
times.

 Apart from a few exceptions, for example on the anniversary of the 
liberation of Auschwitz, events on Holocaust Memorial Day and some 
attention paid to the suffering in Belgium or the Channel Islands during 
German occupation, the plight of the civilian population in wartime 
is generally ignored in favour of dramatic events on the battlefield.  
The detailed story of the immense suffering of ordinary people on the 
Continent caused by the two World Wars still remains to be heard.  We 
are frequently reminded of the British and German military casualties 
during the First World War but seldom of the social cost and disruption 
in their homelands and the years of misery and starvation in the occupied 
countries behind the lines.

The statistics of the Second World War are equally well recorded.   At 
least sixty million people died in total, most of them civilians. At least 
25 million were killed in Russia where much of its western countryside 
was reduced to a wilderness due to the so-called ‘scorched earth policy’.  
Most German cities and towns of significance were largely destroyed by 
1945, so that local authorities seriously considered rebuilding on new 
sites.  Five years after the end of hostilities, extensive areas of Cologne 
still lay in ruins.  The restoration of the cathedral took eleven years to 
complete.  And all this is to overlook the unprecedented refugee situation 
in 1945 when it seemed as if half Europe was on the move, with numbers 
estimated at almost 20 million.  Not until the early nineteen-sixties 
could the temporary settlements for displaced persons finally be closed 
and their inhabitants rehoused. It is also not generally known that food 
supplies had become so scarce throughout Europe by 1946 that there was 
a serious risk of famine.  Meanwhile Pacific nations could as yet hardly 
comprehend the cost to them of the conflict that was truly global.

Admittedly the scenes offered on television today do bring home to 
us in a vivid way, often in real time, the reality of war and the suffering 
of ordinary civilians, in Syria, Iraq, Afghanistan or in Africa;  but we are 
rarely allowed to look back and reflect on what has taken place.    We 
are shown the current suffering in graphic detail but the cameras then 
quickly move on to another crisis in another land and new close-ups 
accompanied by further distressing commentary.  This concentration on 
the present has the effect of making us forget past suffering and learning 
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lessons from it.  A stream of distressing images flows across our television 
screens and we await with trepidation the next scene of horror.  The 
focus of our thoughts moves from the present to what is to come and 
never back to what has been.  This is ‘infotainment’, a barrier to lasting 
remembrance, leaving no space for analysis and reflection.  Eventually, 
helpless to act, we may simply turn away, seeking relief from the horror 
we have seen.  

There is an important distinction to be made between commemoration 
and true remembrance.  Commemoration is a one-off act of 
remembrance but it is therefore transitory and quickly becomes a 
happening in the past.  We commemorate in order that our current 
generation shall not forget, but sadly we may subsequently remember the 
commemoration and not what it commemorated.  After the ceremony 
public memory is discretely archived for another occasion and possibly 
for a different purpose.  Governments are alert to the opportunity that 
an approaching anniversary offers to preserve or establish myths about a 
country’s ‘historic’ or ‘appointed’ role in the world. 

True remembrance though requires an ongoing determination not 
to forget and has much to do with the traditional Quaker view about 
the keeping of special ‘times and seasons’.  Our minds remain creatively 
engaged with the memories that are so easily crowded out or else 
unconsciously suppressed in order to dull the pain or our sense of guilt.  
These are the memories of deep hurt, the bitter, sustained  grievances that 
on a wider scale can lead to conflict and war.  Yet they can also serve as 
a spur to profound transformation.  A tragic memory holds within it the 
very seed of resurrection.  Traumatic events and their causes can be set 
against the options open to us later when faced with similar challenge 
and may enable us to act differently, and hopefully better.   Compare 
for example the way Germany was dealt with in 1918 with its treatment 
at the end of the Second World War.   In 1918 the British, French and 
Americans sought to humiliate and destroy their defeated enemy whereas 
in 1945 the country was assisted to recover and provided with generous 
aid.  The former approach undoubtedly contributed to the rise of Hitler 
and further upheaval whereas the latter has produced a valuable member 
of the European Community.

Commemoration cannot do justice to the breadth and depth of 
suffering.  A greater duty is laid upon us instead, of keeping ourselves fully 
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informed so we can offer a truly comprehensive account of  what took 
place, of why things went wrong and how people responded in an effort 
to heal.  Above all we must steadfastly and loudly defend this story from 
distortion by those who would use it for their own particular purpose.  
The truth cannot be suppressed for long; it finds a lasting shaky refuge in 
folklore and legend, but it becomes the appointed mission of dedicated 
writers and artists to faithfully record its voice, in histories, fiction and 
poetry, in painting and song.  So that people will constantly read, hear and 
behold the truth, so that they will remember and take heed. 

In a recently published book a German Quaker, Günter Heuzeroth, 
describes the extent of the suffering in his country in both post-war 
periods and gives a detailed insight into the way humanitarian aid was 
organised in response, especially by American and British Quakers.

There was widespread starvation and civil disorder in Germany well 
before the Armistice was signed in November 1918.   Children are usually 
the first victims of war and it is estimated that by 1919 a million German 
children had died from hunger or disease.  Fat and milk products so 
essential to child health were almost unobtainable and this situation was 
worsened by the Allies’ requisition of 140,000 dairy cows.   Consequently 
from the outset international Quaker aid concentrated on the needs 
of children in the countries most affected by the War but especially in 
Germany.  

The motivating force behind this came undoubtedly from Herbert 
Hoover, the committed American Quaker already appointed by President 
Wilson in 1917 to organise the post-war relief effort in Europe.  It 
was his insight and dogged determination that led to the inclusion of 
Germany in the aid distribution, despite official British and French 
inclination to leave Germany to starve.  Hoover’s use of American Friends 
Service Committee’s expertise in the administration of relief led to the 
supplementary feeding of 7 million European children, many of them in 
Germany where the term ‘Quäkerspeisung’ became legendary. 

In 1945 Germany had completely collapsed.  Its food production, 
distribution systems and transport were in chaos.  A third of its housing 
stock had been destroyed and over 7 million were homeless.   Millions 
of refugees were on the move and no city could be sure whether it could 
feed and accommodate its current population let alone the daily flood 
of new arrivals.  Thanks to detailed preparations begun long before the 
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end of hostilities Quaker relief teams quickly arrived to begin their work.  
This time however the aid programme was far more complex.  Co-
operating with the military and other organisations British and American 
Quakers were responsible for a wide range of  tasks, not simply the care of 
children.

  After serving as U.S. President, Herbert Hoover was again active in 
1946 and 1947 at the age of 73 as chairman of the U.S. Famine Emergency 
Commission, visiting Europe even in bitter winter cold to help co-
ordinate the growing relief programme.  Faced again with the reluctance 
of the Allies to respond urgently to German need he wrote to President 
Truman, ‘We can conduct the military regime in Germany according to 
the rules of the Old Testament – an eye for and eye and a tooth for a tooth 
– or apply the teaching of the New Testament.  I recommend the method 
of the New Testament’!

The book has a dedicated chapter on the joint award of the Nobel Peace 
Prize in 1947 to American Friends Service Committee and the British 
Friends Service Council.  Hoover was separately and specially honoured 
in 1954 on his eightieth birthday when  Konrad Adenauer, the German 
Chancellor, invited him to an official  ceremony in Bonn to thank him for 
all he had done.  In addition Hoover was received as a personal guest by 
the German President, Theodor Heuss.

Günter Heuzeroth includes several chapters on Quakerism, the 
motivation behind this humanitarian aid.  His book is well documented, 
with photocopies of articles, reports and letters relating to the aid efforts.  
Perhaps the most moving of these are the drawings and poems sent by 
school children in 1923 to thank Americans for their gifts of food aid.  
One of these is headed: ‘To my dear friends in Quakerland’!

Humanitäre Hilfe für Deutschland nach den beiden Weltkriegen by Günter 
Heuzeroth is published by Föderverein Internationales Fluchtmuseum, 
Oldenburg.  ISBN 9783000269622.

Peter Leeming is a member of Kendal & Sedbergh Area Meeting.
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Transformation
Kathy May

We were sitting in our garden on a warm June day, 
enjoying the sight and sound of the birds flitting 
between the trees, the bees and hoverflies droning 
around flowers, the perfume from the flowers...

...the wafting of the grasses in the gentle breeze, and the thought of the 
potatoes, gooseberries, strawberries and salad leaves growing away 
quietly that we would harvest and enjoy in the coming weeks and months.

We remembered back to 1994 when we moved into our home and 
the garden was without any of these things: just grass, one abandoned 
Christmas tree, a rhododendron and an old, tired plum tree. For the 
first few years we only had a blackbird enter the garden. Over time the 
garden has been transformed through the application of love, work and a 
willingness to learn from mistakes. The garden is sixty feet long and it has 
year on year evolved into a good place for all: insects, birds, animals and 
humans. It required faith. It required perseverance. It required hope. 

If you scale this example up, it fits the situation we find ourselves in as 
a Society in committing to being a sustainable and resilient community. 
In 2011 at the Yearly Meeting we made the Commitment to becoming 
a sustainable community: a stepping-out moment. Five years on, in 
March, there was a gathering of Friends from across the UK for a BYM 
Sustainability Weekend of reflection, a pause in the journeying to: 

1 Reflect on where we are on this Commitment journey 
2 Contemplate what we are committed to 
3 Discern what we want to take forward  

The ‘we’ related to each of us as an individual and as a corporate body 
of Friends. 

Very early on in the weekend, Quaker corporate togetherness was 
reflected on in response to sensing where we are on this journey. It 
was discerned quite powerfully that we can all hold the Canterbury 
Commitment in the Light together, and that it is an important spiritual 
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togetherness to seek.  
We are all involved in many rich and varied ways in this ministry of 

transformation. One Friend from the North West had made the decision 
to give up his car and travel only by foot, cycle or public transport; it was 
affecting his opportunities to gain employment but he wished this to be 
part of his commitment and transformation. Another told of his past 
working in the City of London, and like Penn with his sword, arrived at 
the point where he had to give it up and life was transformed completely 
by buying a farm in Cornwall on which so far he has planted 20,000 trees, 
and offers a sanctuary for animals. Anthony Woolhouse amused me with 
his story about how he came to create the solar farm at Lymington, he 
basically ran out of space for panels on his house! This led to the solar 
farm, and the potential for Anthony to share the solar farm community 
model with other communities along the South Coast.  

Story-telling was a golden thread that ran through the weekend. We 
heard from Greg Normanton, a writer, who showed us how helpful stories 
and other creative arts can be to enable us to engage with the issue of 
climate change, and to respond positively to the need to transform the 
way we live. His story-writing workshop showed Quakers are able to 
‘break the mould’  – all the Friends in the workshop wrote stories about 
climate change with positive rather than dystopian outcomes. Telling 
stories enables a message to be heard, particularly if the positive slant 
can be applied. Facts and figures about climate change tend to be too 
complicated to be understood, or create a feeling of pessimism, or both! 

We heard the message from one Friend that the other side of big 
decisions, ‘the after’, is a lot easier than we think. There is much truth in 
this statement. It is true of the Commitment – there is serious discerning 
required and big changes to be made to enable us to be transformed by the 
leading of the Light into a sustainable and resilient Society. The changes 
we need to make in our personal lives and our Meetings may seem 
daunting, but they are once accepted and acted upon, we can be reassured 
that the new ways will not be so difficult to live with as we think.  

Kathy May attends Bournemouth & Fordingbridge Local Meeting.

This article was first published in News and Views of Bournemouth 
Coast Area Meeting. All of their newsletters and now be found online at 
<<http://www.quakerbournemouth.org/view/newsstories/newsletters.aspx>>
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Asylum
review by Edith Jayne

The strap line for publicity on the cover states: “This 
extraordinary manuscript, written in hiding by a friend 
of Stefan Zweig, evokes the realities of the Holocaust 
and Nazi Occupation more vividly than almost 
anything I’ve read”.

For once I agree with the publicist.  Because of the elegant literary style 
in which it is written and that, like Anne Frank's diary it was written 
contemporaneously and is mostly unedited thereafter, it really does 
portray the terror of constantly fearing discovery in the numerous places 
of sanctuary that had to be found.  

Moriz Scheyer and his wife were Austrians living in France in the 
late 1930s. He was a literary critic, bilingual and quite integrated into 
the Parisian cultural milieu.  The book covers the ensuing time of 
imprisonment, release, further flight into the countryside and pursuit 
by the Nazis in occupied France in the 1940s.  The author portrays the 
oppression and constant fear of discovery, the frequent moves and also the 
generous and courageous stance of those who offered the couple and their 
friends sanctuary.  Most of it is a highly compelling read.  The end is rather 
less so; perhaps the editor should have judiciously omitted some of it.  

The typescript had been hidden during the war and was found recently 
by PN Singer, the grandson of the author’s wife, when emptying his 
father’s attic.  It was he who translated it and had it published.  PN Singer 
is a member of Kingston and Wandsworth Area Meeting.

As a refugee from Hitler myself, I have read quite a number of accounts. 
This is one of the best written – particularly portraying the constant state 
of threat and fear over a four-year period that being a hidden Jew in 
occupied France entailed.  

Asylum by Moriz Scheyer is published by Profile Books (2016). ISBN 
978-1781255995, £14.99 (hardcover).

Edith Jayne is a member of York Area Meeting.
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The Sweat Lodge 
as an Interfaith 
Transitioning 
Ritual for Returning 
Veterans
TC Davis

The second flap was the hardest. Veterans proud of our 
toughness, we decided not to leave the sweat lodge 
after the first flap to cool down in the humid July air 
of Delaware.  During the first flap our leader, whose 
grandfather was from the Mi’kmaq tribe in Canada, bid 
us invite into the lodge the spirits of loved ones, living 
or dead.  Several of us invited buddies who had fallen 
in Vietnam.  I invited my father, now passed on, who 
had survived two Japanese torpedoes in his war.

We felt the presence of these invited vets, and the flap was closed by the 
fire tender, and the lodge became jet black, and the heat rose when water 
was poured on the red hot rocks in the center, and we wondered whether 
we might pass out, the heat was so intense.  The second flap, the flap for 
healing, was the most difficult for another reason:  not just on account of 
the heat, but also because it’s tough for hardened vets to confess we need 
healing.  We did, though, every one of us.  And after the second flap was 
raised we crawled out into the daylight, glistening and breathing deeply, 
grateful for release.  

During the third flap we prayed for our community, the Interfaith 
Veterans’ Workgroup, formed last October to help veterans come 
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home.  Veterans need a ritual to help them transition from war making 
to peacemaking.  We are an interfaith group because we recognize that 
religions are wrongly used these days to incite violence.  We are Christian, 
we are Jewish, we are Muslim, we are Buddhist, we are atheist.  We are the 
Interfaith Veterans Workgroup (see <<http://ivw.website>>) welcoming 
veterans home to a safe soul place; and we are working together to better 
our neighborhoods. Rather than cobble together a transitioning ritual 
from bits and pieces of our various traditions, we decided to employ one 
that has been practised for thousands of years over much of the planet, 
though it’s the sweat lodge ritual of the Lakota people, America’s plains 
people, which has survived.  

So, we bent to the wisdom of the Lakotas, and entered the lodge of Owl 
Talker, alias Bruce Palmer, built on the wooded edge of his suburban 
home, to grieve our fallen buddies (flap one), pray for healing (flap two), 
thank the great Spirit (flap three), and smoke the pipe of peace (flap four). 
Purged, we emerged from mother earth’s womb ready for the next step in 
a returning warrior’s journey:  sharing our warrior wisdom, and serving 
the tribe.

Thomas C. Davis, is a retired Presbyterian pastor who received a call 
to ministry during a combat tour in Vietnam in 1970.  Quakers have 

been very important in his own journey of healing.  He regularly attends 
the Wilmington Friends Meeting in Wilmington, Delaware.  He is a 

commissioned Interfaith Peacemaker of New Castle Presbytery of the 
Presbyterian Church, USA.
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Epic
Through lands that never existed
The warrior bands of old,
In the far, grey, northern twilight,
Seek for the dragon’s gold.

The hero chiefs fight bravely,
Go grim to a grimmer death,
And their kin live but to avenge them
As they bade with their dying breath.

The warrior maids who await them
Scoop in on the screaming wind,
Bear then aloft to Valhalla,
Meed of the dauntless mind.

A simple creed and a bold one;
Man lives to fight and die;
To fight with a bear’s fierce courage,
To meet death eye to eye.

In the lands that never existed
Life was clear and hard and plain,
Brief and bold and epic:
But we dream such a dream in vain.
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Long Days
Where are the long days lying in the sun?
Seeing the grass heads bright against the sky,
Looking straight into the unguarded blue,
Held to the ground by gravity alone.
Far in the distance where the low waves drone
The shingle banks are warm and salt and dry:
The holidays have only just begun
And these are beaches where all dreams come true.

What days were these that have not come again.
Narrowed away by duty and the fret
Of daily care. Come, let us live today,
Since we are older making no delay.
While there is colour in the great skies yet
Let us in heart hold childhood, free from stain.

Elaine Bruley is a member of Pickering & Hull Area Meeting.
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Children’s spirituality
Helen Johnson

Being a child today can seem like hard work... 
being educated at school with one eye always on 
performance indicators, being able to play only 
with a grown-up keeping some sort of surveillance, 
experiencing a family life that can be unpredictable 
and insecure... All of this could be a worst case view, 
but statistics would seem to paint a rather glum and 
dispiriting picture.

The conference of the International Association for Children’s Spirituality 
held in July 2016 in Lincoln was very aware of what happens in the real 
world. But the academics and child care professionals from all over the 
world nevertheless sought ways to place a positive emphasis upon what 
parents, teachers and children themselves can do to enhance children’s 
experience of a positive and rewarding spirituality. Quite how can that 
spirituality be defined, why is it desirable and how can it be developed 
in schools and other settings? The conference’s purpose was to explore 
‘the ways in which spirituality is conceived in and across cultures’, while 
rejecting attempts at religious indoctrination. Jack Miller (University 
of Toronto) opened the conference with a discussion of how one public 
school in Toronto has implemented a holistic curriculum that focuses 
on developing the whole child – body, mind and soul. Another keynote 
speaker, Joyce Ann Mercer (Yale Divinity School), discussed ‘restorative 
spirituality’ approaches to coping with children’s trauma.

Of course, one of the main controversies in the whole field is quite 
simply to define the nature of children’s spirituality. Early and still very 
influential experts such as Jean Piaget and James Fowler felt that very 
young children (perhaps under seven years old) were pre-religious and 
so not able to grasp what spirituality is. More recent developments have 
seen the ‘splitting’ of religion and spirituality, so that children and adults 
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can experience the latter without having to be the former. One of the 
most influential books in this area, The Spirit of the Child was written by 
David Hay and psychologist Rebecca Nye (revised in 2006). They argued 
that there can be an approach to spiritual education which transcends 
the religious-secular boundary by conceiving of spirituality as a natural 
human predisposition that can be called ‘relational consciousness’. This 
relational consciousness can be seen as an experiential awareness rather 
than an intellectual one.

Of course, many speakers at the conference discussed (or at least, 
mentioned) mindfulness and meditation – and its increasing presence 
in schools and other educational institutions. The closeness of these 
trends to Quaker silent worship was not specifically discussed though the 
parallels are obvious. The Quaker writer, Margaret Crompton, reflected 
on her own considerable record of professional and other publications. 
Within them she had argued for an awareness of spirituality and linked 
techniques in the professional training of social workers.

The conference was regarded as a great success by its attenders. The 
next conference will be held in 2018 in Quebec City, Canada.

Helen Johnson is attends Croydon Meeting.
This article was first published in the Croydon Friends Newsletter.

Piglet litter. Photo by Bob Ward.
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Advices and queries in 
Children’s Meeting
Diana Martin

It seemed like a good idea in the committee meeting 
last term to get the children to examine the Quaker 
‘advices and queries’. But when it comes to planning a 
session it can seem daunting.

The ‘advices and queries’ are inevitably written for adults. Many of the 
children are under seven. And you never know exactly which children 
are going to come – so you might prepare something quite intellectually 
demanding and end up with all under-fives. But as ever, our team of 
volunteers have applied themselves this term with their usual creativity 
and ambition and we have had a great term so far.

On a couple of glorious summer mornings, we’ve taken the children 
outside to have part of the meeting in the garden. On one May morning 
we considered A&Q 23:

Marriage has always been regarded by Friends as a religious 
commitment rather than a merely civil contract.

With a big group of mainly younger children we discussed Quaker 
attitudes to marriage, and heard about the differences between Quaker 
and non-Quaker wedding ceremonies. Wendy Best brought in her 
album of wedding photographs and we had fun spotting the faces we 
recognised and reading their contributions to her wedding album – 
poems and pictures. The morning ended (somewhat chaotically) with our 
attempt to re-enact a Quaker wedding. Needless to say, none of the small 
boys wanted to volunteer to be married – so we dressed up, somewhat 
eccentrically, and had a short Quaker style wedding ceremony, celebrating 
the wedding of Aggie and Naomi. 

Later in the term on a more serious note we looked at how Quakers do 
business, focusing on A&Q 14:
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Are your meetings for church affairs held in a spirit of worship and 
in dependence on the guidance of God? Remember that we do not 
seek a majority decision nor even consensus. As we wait patiently 
for divine guidance our experience is that the right way will open 
and we shall be led into unity.

We found out about business meetings 
and area meetings and how Quakers make 
decisions.  We looked at pictures of Britain 
Yearly Meeting and learnt about the roles 

that people 
in our own 
meeting have 
at BYM. We showed how hands, feet and 
heads are all part of decision-making.

We ended up in the garden once more 
playing a 
Quaker 

decision game. You all know the game 
‘follow my leader’ (where all players copy 
the actions of the leader, whether it’s 
hopping on one foot, turning round in 
circles or touching your toes). Imagine 
playing that without a leader. Individual 
players just decide when they are going to take the lead and change 
the action – and the other players have to spot this and follow suit. We 
weren’t sure it was going to work – but it did – until the adults had to do 
cartwheels along with the seven-year-olds.

At another session we looked at the idea of ‘busy-ness’ from A&Q 28:

Attend to what love requires of you, which may not be great 
busyness.

The children tried doing timed tasks (like drawing a bee, writing a list 
of things we liked doing, and reading a poem). They had five minutes to 
do three tasks, and then five minutes to do just one task, and then talked 
about how it felt doing things quickly or more mindfully. The younger 
children meanwhile did a craft activity making snails and bees.
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A&Q 16 inspired us to hear about the work of Quakers round the 
world:

Do you welcome the diversity of culture, language and expressions 
of faith in our yearly meeting and in the world community of 
Friends? Seek to increase your understanding and to gain from this 
rich heritage and wide range of spiritual insights.

Wendy Best prepared a whole session on A&Q 19: 

Rejoice in the presence of children and young people in your 
meeting and recognise the gifts they bring.

As it turned out, only one child turned up – and she was only two, so 
some of our plans were pocketed away for another day. And Wendy spent 
the hour with Daphne creating “gifts” for the meeting which Daphne 
proudly brought in to the meeting room for the last ten minutes.

A&Q 19 goes on:
Remember that the meeting as a whole shares a responsibility for every 

child in its care. Seek for them as for yourself a full development of God’s 
gifts and the abundant life Jesus tells us can be ours. How do you share 
your deepest beliefs with them, while leaving them free to develop as the 
spirit of God may lead them? Do you invite them to share their insights 
with you? Are you ready both to learn from them and to accept your 
responsibilities towards them?

And if that isn’t inspiration to those of us helping out at children’s 
meeting, I don’t know what is. We always welcome new volunteers – so 
if you want to offer your services please do come and talk to me – or to 
Cressida, Edda and Siân who are all on the children’s committee. In the 
meantime thanks so much to everyone who has helped out this term and 
to all the children for coming along and being themselves.

Diana Martin attends Ealing Local Meeting.

This article was first published in the Ealing Quaker Meeting newsletter.
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My chosen path
Jan Etchells

Until very recently I was wholly 
single-minded about the hobby 
I pursued. Thirty-five years ago I 
learnt to spin wool and found it very 
satisfying. But I am not a knitter so I didn’t know what 
to do with the wool I was spinning. 

The next logical step was learning to weave and conveniently there 
were evening classes in our local adult education centre. So I went 
along and learned the basics. I found it absolutely fascinating. It is 
quite mathematical the way the different weaves are constructed and 
how the loom is set to make these patterns. After the classes finished 
I had my very first loom made by my next-door neighbour, who was 
a good woodworker and craftsman. It was extremely simple, but I did 
enjoy stretching myself and the loom to the limit. I also invested in an 
American magazine which was full of exciting things that I couldn’t 
weave on my simple little loom. I dreamed a lot! 

The next step was to find a better loom and I went up to Yorkshire to 
buy it from the maker. This afforded me the chance to design and make 
slightly more complex weaves, so I started to collect books to help me. I 
never joined a guild because I found the members very blinkered. You 
could only tackle some things this way and no other. I knew that wasn’t 
the case. I wanted to, and did, step outside the boundaries.

Then I saw an advert for a weaving course for a week in Sussex with 
our leading English weaver, Ann Sutton. I booked myself on the course 
and was very lucky that in my week there was only one other person, so I 
got a lot of one to one attention. I learnt a huge amount in that one week, 
ideas that should last the rest of my life. I learnt to draw patterns and to 
weave them, to be innovative and creative, to think differently. I learnt to 
look carefully at what people were wearing and to work out how to weave 
it! I had always made my own clothes, so the two skills combined nicely.
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I continued being a hobby weaver for many years and gradually 
increased the size of the loom until I owned one that filled a room! I 
collected yarns to weave with and enjoyed the skills I had. Then when my 
first husband left rather suddenly I made the decision to try and make 
the loom work for me and to sell my handweaving. I was very lucky once 
more. I had a Belgian friend who took some of my scarves abroad and 
sold them to her friends and I also got an independent ladies' clothes 
shop interested in my work. I never sold a lot, but it helped a little with 
my thin finances. It also gave me a lot to think about. 

A weaving friend told me she was going to have an exhibition of her 
work locally. I thought I could do the same and a year later I did just that. 
I sold everything at a special exhibition price, a bit cheaper than selling 
through a shop. It went very well and I made a little money, but I was so 
tired at the end. Somehow I had lost that thrill I experienced when I took 
something I’d made off the loom. That sense of wonderment was lost. I 
was also finding it hard to see, especially the black threads, so I decided to 
stop weaving. I put the loom up for sale and sold it and all the extras I had 
amassed over the years. I gave all the yarns to a local charity that knits 
for people in need. As my weaving friend said rather unpleasantly, ‘Well, 
you’ve had your little dabble!’ I closed the door on that part of my life.

Because I had been so utterly focused on weaving for so many years I 
had no idea what I was going to do now. Some of my friends were quite 
concerned and kept trying to suggest alternatives. Nothing seemed right.

Then this year I lent my lino cutting tools to a friend, but the craft 
didn’t suit her; it was too physical. So I thought I would have a go myself. 
I reacquainted myself with a craft I did fifty years ago. I cut out a simple 
daisy design, enjoyed doing it and liked the results. Later I cut out my 
Christmas card design, a feather. I find it satisfying to do, but I haven’t yet 
become obsessive. I still look closely at things with a view to turning them 
into lino cuts: one of my Christmas cards I thought could be adapted, 
until I turned it over and found it was already a lino cut!

I have rarely if ever faced the day with dread. I have never been stuck 
for something to do, so perhaps I am fulfilling my life’s pattern after all. I 
haven’t climbed mountains, become a missionary, or invented anything. I 
live a simple ordinary life, but it satisfies me. 

Jan Etchells is a member of Worcestershire & Shropshire Area Meeting.
This article was first published in Towards Wholeness.
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House group meetings: 
Highland Perthshire Group
Enid Harding

Perth Meeting covers a large geographical area, so 
Meeting for Worship travels outwith Perth, recent 
Meetings being held in Callander and Crieff.  There are 
also a number of house groups covering different areas: 
some are geographically-based, others are organised 
around a topic, such as Friendly Bible Study,  and a 
virtual group is reading Quaker faith & practice.  The 
Highland Perthshire Group (HPG) draws in members 
from Pitlochry, Grandtully and Rannoch. 

Why it was set up

Back in 2010 Elders were considering whether there should be spiritual 
renewal/ sharing meetings.  At that time there was no enthusiasm 
for anything formal, the feeling being that small groups could form 
geographically if they so wished.  It was on this very informal basis that 
the group began with the original members drawn from three areas – 
Aberfeldy, Pitlochry and Rannoch.  We met about once a month in each 
other’s homes.  The basic format of the each meeting was very simple  
– a coffee (as we had all travelled some distance), then silence and a 
discussion on a specific topic then silence.  We were such a small group 
there was no need for a convener or a leader.

Approach adopted

There have always been two basic aims in the group; firstly to explore 
matters of spiritual significance and secondly to develop and deepen the 
connection of trust and friendship between members.  These two are 
inter-dependent.  
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As time went on we used different approaches to our meetings.  We 
tried meetings where no one introduced the topic – these were the least 
successful as the discussions were the least focussed.  We adopted the 
idea that the person in whose house we met would act as the meeting’s 
“guide” by beginning the silence.  The most successful discussions were 
those where one member took the lead and introduced the topic, albeit 
very briefly.  Often the person opening the discussion simply offers to 
do so at the time with no pre-planning.  At other times a member offers 
in advance.  The fundamental approach of this group is almost identical 
with that of Creative Listening groups – the difference being that HPG 
actively encourages discussion.

Topics discussed

Over the years this group has been in existence, there has been a wide 
range of topics discussed.  We began by getting to know one another, 
that is at a far deeper and more meaningful level than is possible during 
general chat at the end of Meeting for Worship.  For this we spent one 
meeting describing our personal spiritual journeys and what had brought 
us to our first Meeting for Worship.  

Subsequent topics covered the series of booklets 12 Quakers and the 
Gospel of Thomas.  More recently we have considered a Swarthmore 
lecture and our next planned topic is aspects of Quaker faith & practice. 

Membership

The group’s membership has changed twice with people leaving as they 
moved out of the area along with people moving in.  Each time we began 
again and re-employed the spiritual journey approach.  Three of the 
original members still attend and we have been interested to see how we 
have presented our journeys differently each time.

Although anyone from Perth Meeting could attend if they so wished, it 
remains a regional group, because there are other groups to serve other 
regions.  Over the years we have been together we have built up a level of 
trust amongst members.  This was largely due to the fact that we all have 
agreed there is one basic ground rule, which is that we all attend every 
meeting.  
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What members say

• It’s small – with a maximum of six we get to know each other as 
friends and as Friends.  

• The continuity is important – we arrange the meetings on a day we 
can all come – totally flexible, easy to cancel if it snows... It wouldn’t 
work with a larger group who were not at every meeting.

• Nobody is in charge – we take it in turns and apologise to each other 
if one of us gets bossy.  

• For me HPG has helped me feel part of community, getting to know 
one another, meeting in each other’s homes, times of silent worship, 
worship sharing and discussing all sorts of topics and issues.  It can 
be challenging, uplifting, funny and sad.  It is quite an amazing thing 
and I look forward to our next meeting.

• Not being able to attend every Meeting for Worship in Perth we felt 
out on a limb and when we did get to Meeting, and despite the warm 
welcome, we were distanced by not knowing anyone really well.  The 
Highland Perthshire Group has overcome that problem and we now 
feel fully at home.

• We’ve got to know each other spiritually by discussing a wide range 
of quite basic topics around faith and belief: the kind of things that 
enquirers want to talk about but experienced Friends don’t often go 
back to.  

• The HPG’s importance is that it enriches the experience of being a 
part of Perth Meeting.

For some of its members HPG has played a significant part in enabling 
them to continue in their spiritual lives.  Most obviously this has applied 
to those who live a long way from Perth and cannot always attend a 
Meeting for Worship, especially through the winter months when snow 
and flooding may prevent travel.  HPG has prevented these members 
from becoming isolated.  However, there has been another significant but 
unspoken way that the group has helped some of its members continue 
as Quakers.  There have been occasions when individual members 
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have faced real challenges in their Quaker lives and, for their own very 
particular reasons, felt they could not attend a Meeting for Worship.  
Although these personal issues were never openly discussed at an HPG 
meeting, the group afforded its members the necessary upholding 
through their times of doubt or crisis or spiritual quandary, until they 
were ready to move forward.  So, without wanting to sound overly 
dramatic, the HPG has proved to be a Quaker life-line for some members 
when it was needed.

Enid Harding is a member of South East Scotland Area Meeting.
This article incorporates a series of articles first published in The Tayside 
Quaker.

At the table
Bob Ward

The moment we arrived at the 
Meeting House there was clearly 
something wrong.  Friends were 
standing about looking perplexed. 
They were locked out! Our solid wooden door is fitted 
with a keypad. Punch in the code and the device lets 
you in. This has the great advantage that the system 
avoids the hassle of keys going astray among all those 
who use the Meeting House. But not today. 

The lock had jammed solid. Not even an amiable policeman could free it. 
A locksmith was needed.

The occasion was the first Wednesday in the month, when a group of 
Friends like to hold a half-hour Meeting for Worship followed by a simple 
lunch that we take it in turns to provide. There are not many who can 
come but the practice means much to those who do. So what next? Didn’t 
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Jesus say something about doors? 
Then a way opened; one couple had a suggestion. Their cottage was 

not far away. We could transfer our activities there. Shortly we found 
ourselves in the best available space, squeezed around a large kitchen 
table. It was covered in oil-cloth patterned with sumptuous fruits but 
otherwise clear. 

The wonderful quality of Quaker worship is that it can be held 
anywhere, at any time; it can be spontaneous, it keeps breaking out 
among us. A little later than intended perhaps, we held an enriching 
period of worship surrounded by the work-a-day appliances of living. 

After that we enjoyed lunch together, around the same table, sharing 
loaves if not fishes, cheese, grapes and home-grown tomatoes followed by 
sturdy mugs of tea. We were joined by a frisky daughter of the household 
who was taking a breather in the midst of her travails with finals. How 
right it all seemed. The Gospels contain poignant accounts of the ‘last 
supper’ yet elsewhere the importance of eating together in true fellowship 
is also made clear. What’s miraculous about the ‘feeding of the five 
thousand’ was not the magical appearance of food as if out of nowhere 
but that the example of Jesus had brought changes of heart that led people 
to share willingly such food as they might have brought with them…

An inconvenience for us became transformed in a manner that I think 
Harvey Gillman was getting at in his insightful reflections on mysticism. 
He wrote: 

I like the phrase ‘a community of practical mystics’ when applied 
to Friends. I love the way it subverts the craving for individualistic 
experience; the way it leads us back to the here and now; the way 

it brings us from the self to the other. 

One might add, to the here and now of a kitchen table.

Bob Ward is a member of Norfolk & Waveney Area Meeting.
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Journey into Dreams
If eyes never closed

sleep would not come
No imagination to run

for dreams would be none.

In dreams you see faces
meet people from faraway places

Loved ones from yesteryear,
now departed, so precious, so dear.

Events that happen
form no set pattern

confuse one’s thoughts,
answers for which are sought.

Dreams are rarely happy
fearful at times

You wake up
leaving nightmares behind.

Darkness is to night,
as dreams are to sleep.

But the Sun gives the light
to daydreams it seems.

For who with true convincement can say
that dreams do cease at the beginning of day.
Or is it fantasies that commence
To see us through the day’s pretence.

Terry Redman is a member of Bournemouth Coastal Area Meeting.


