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Dear Friends,

Spring is tentatively springing in South London: Silas and I have spotted a 
few snowdrops here and there near our home this week. The start of 2017 
came with our now thrice-yearly reshuffle of after-school activities and 
work schedules: Hmmm, move swimming from Wednesdays to Mondays, 
shift ballet from Monday to Tuesday, Wednesday can now be gymnastics... 
Free time is a bit like the ball in the cup-and-ball magic trick.  Perhaps it 
is more like the imperturbable mole in Whack-a-Mole...

Just as we had rebalanced the clubs and activities (holding weekends for 
slow breakfasts and Legos), a spot opened up in yoga club on Thursdays 
and Silas was keen to sign up. We agreed to sleep on it.  In the morning 
he remembered that Thursday afternoons were Walking-with-Mama 
days and he decided to keep it that way.  Every Thursday we walk hand 
in mittened hand in any direction from school until we reach a spot that 
we've never been before. Sometimes we turn around for home at that 
point; sometimes we keep going.  Sometimes we talk about big things; 
usually we share biscuits.  Rain or shine, it's one of the nicest ways that we 
spend time together.  

On one of our walks, we stumbled upon our local mosque and we 
were invited in to visit during prayers.  Being one who tends to fidget 
for a while before being able to centre down for worship, I was rather 
surprised at how quickly our new friends got focused, prayed and then 
left to resume their day.  I imagine the practice of praying five times a day 
creates a 'muscle memory' of sorts that allows one to become grounded 
more quickly and more readily.  

How do you get (down? in?) to it?  Do you dip in and out throughout 
the day, or is there a special time?  Or is it rather more fluid and 

integrated? What happens as you re-emerge? I 
hope to hear from you soon!

In friendship,
Jennifer Mui, editor 
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The Waiting
Each of us our own shift of sound;
(we try to keep the volume down)
chairs and wood floors perpetual
conversationalists.

A chunter of coat from shoulder,
a whisper of scent, groan of body odour,
a bag's sigh as it sags, a nag
of insignificance stomps in and out.

Waiting, a restless business.
An invisible queue; an hour to sit,
a preparation, an undoing
of patience. The act of listening

for when the Light creeps through.

Eve Jackson is a member of Hampshire & Islands Area Meeting.
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Rest in Peace
Anna Botwright

Barbara Davey, in her Friends 
Quarterly article 'Dying and Living 
in the Light', encourages us to share 
our experiences of loss as she writes 
about the life and death of her little daughter Angelica. 
So where to begin with the loss of our twenty-five-
year-old daughter, Hilary? Perhaps not with her death, 
but with my experience of death within my family.  

My mother lost her parents in a Nazi concentration camp and those 
deaths were not spoken of in our house. She had no assurance of when, or 
even if, they had died initially, so there was no moment in time for grief 
to begin or 'after' to start. Later she had two stillbirths which, my father 
was advised in the 1940s, she would get over much more quickly if no one 
mentioned them. My mother told me later that she was desperate to talk 
about her nearly-term babies but met a kindly meant change of subject 
whenever she tried to do so. The babies, being un-christened, were buried 
in the unconsecrated ground beyond an unknown graveyard. So death 
was rarely spoken of, and funerals decried as self-indulgent rites for the 
living. My parents wanted no 'fuss' for their own funerals and so their 
coffins left the crematorium chapels to the strains of Träumerei with two 
mourners at my father's funeral and four at my mother's.

By the 1990s, with a growing awareness in society of the importance 
of accepting death within life, we tried to ensure that our own children 
came across death naturally and without fear. We had funerals for fish, 
mice, hamsters and cats. As an Anglican vicar, my husband was often on 
his way to or from funerals. Later there were funerals for grandparents. 
Later still, Hilary and I were part of a death café at our meeting house and 
we considered our own deaths. Looking back, I am so glad that we had 
those conversations and discussed the interbeing of all things, and the 
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absorption of the body into a greater whole and wholesomeness in death.
On the morning when my husband and I discovered Hilary gracefully 

dead in her bed, my initial feeling was of peace. I find it hard to imagine 
now, but I am sure it was what I felt for the first few moments. She looked 
so serene and I did not want her passing to be jangled with strife. Her 
life latterly had been plagued with anorexia and all the horrors that this 
disease brings, and to see her free of it was in a way beautiful. Anguish 
came later – not many moments later – but, for that instant there was a 
lightness about her leaving. I remember cradling Hilary's still warm body 
in my arms as the sun stretched over her bedspread.

Very soon we were absorbed into the system of care, police officers, 
ambulance crew, neighbours and undertakers. All were very kind but 
the gulf between us was too wide. They used words, words that formed 
sentences, maybe even paragraphs; I don't know. Nor do I recall the 
words I used on the phone to our older daughter living forty miles 
away. It seems to me now that shock is nature's kindness to numb the 
eviscerating pain that will follow. For several days it seemed hard to 
breathe or move. I had never been conscious of the will to live until it 
suddenly disappeared. Waking up seemed like an ending: I couldn't work 
out what to do to go on living. And yet here I am, twenty months later.

What makes the death of a child something you can possibly survive? 
For us part of it was the huge outpouring of compassionate love from our 
friends and Hilary's. In the early days those loving messages and actions 
just sat at the threshold of our grief, not unnoticed but unbearable. In the 
months that followed it was those steadfast friends who kept in touch, 
called, invited us for meals or walks, coffee or concerts who led us to 
firmer ground. I have come to see this love as a great reservoir poured 
into us, which we will be able to share with others as time goes on.

Hilary herself has also drawn us through this experience. She was 
a wonderfully gifted, sensitive and articulate young woman, very 
enthusiastic about the Quaker communities she was part of, had 
innumerable friends – many of whom she had supported through 
difficult times – a graduate of Durham, a world traveller, passionate about 
justice and poverty; and yet absolutely unable to extricate herself from 
the ravages of anorexia despite two hospital admissions in specialist units, 
one of nine months' duration. Throughout her struggles she remained, 
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however, for the most part, delightful to be with and loving. She read 
widely and deeply, gaining profound understanding of what it is to be 
human. She taught us a great deal, and the memories of her last year with 
us are full of light and joy, strange as this may sound alongside the mental 
illness. There was a completeness in her life and a depth that many of far 
more advanced years never attain. 

Hilary feared, welcomed and expected her own death. She had said at 
New Year, 'this is the year in which I shall die'. She tried very hard to live, 
but in the end could not do it.  This leads me to another emotion I did not 
expect to feel: relief. Relief for Hilary that her struggles, which might have 
dogged her all her days, were over, but also relief for us who could see no 
way forward. This may sound heartless and indeed selfish, but sometimes 
honesty is all we can offer.

Much has been written about suffering, but one section of a poem by 
W. H. Auden (Musée des Beaux Arts) spoke to me:

About suffering they were never wrong, 

The Old Masters: how well they understood

Its human position; how it takes place

While someone else is eating or opening a window or just walking

Dully along...

It is the ordinariness of life going on that amazes the mourner. Following 
the hearse on the day of Hilary's funeral, a rare step outside the house in 
those early days, I could not believe how everything looked so normal and 
undramatic. Later, routine days were a blessing, where the simple tasks of 
washing up, making beds, gardening and walking the dog gave a welcome 
structure to days that seemed to stretch out like a road in the fens.

At first there are many practicalities to attend to. We had a wonderful 
funeral utterly upheld by Thirsk Meeting. Hilary was there in a simple 
wicker coffin with a wild flower spray on top. Ministry was deep and 
many deeply touching words were said. The beanfeast afterwards was all 
that is best in Quaker hospitality. Friends and family spoke afterwards 
of the warmth and support they had felt. Some weeks later we had a 
memorial service in Ripon Cathedral to which over four hundred people 
came.  The organising of this bitter-sweet occasion also helped us through 
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the early weeks of bereavement.
We felt ourselves to be a tiny fragile family of three at this point. We all 

felt vulnerable, experiencing heartache as a physical reality. It was hard 
not to be fearful and over-anxious for each other, dreading that the worst 
could happen again. In an ideal world we would have been tremendously 
supportive and tender. We did our best, but our fuses were short and 
there were spats. Looking back now I am not at all surprised; how could it 
have been otherwise?

In the longer term it is our relationships that have held us together. We 
were told that many marriages break down on the death of a child. For us 
the opposite has been true and we feel drawn closer by our experience. 
Every couple and every family has to chart their way through these 
unknown waters and where they will land is equally unknowable. There 
is a great deal to process and so little energy to do so. Tiredness dogs 
your heels at every turn. It is all too easy, at home, to avoid the hard stuff 
that needs addressing from a sense of not wanting to disturb the waters. 
We sought professional help to guide us through and found it useful to 
have time set aside, beyond the home, specifically to talk about what had 
happened and our reaction to it. We spoke of our feelings of failure as 
parents, of the failure of love to pull Hilary through, of our loss of trust 
in the world, the difficulties of seeing other children thrive, how not to 
define ourselves by Hilary's death, and much more. We gained some 
perspective on our loss and strategies for the times when life holds no 
promise.

Some jobs have to be done: inquest, registration of death, closing of 
bank accounts; others cannot be faced by one or other of you and must 
be put aside until the time feels right. On the practical side, Hilary had 
relatively few possessions apart from clothes and books. She travelled 
light. Many of the clothes we gave to charity shops, (always a favourite 
haunt of Hilary's!). Some of the more colourful ones I am making into a 
patchwork quilt. We were determined not to make her room into a shrine 
and, little by little, cleared it, carefully putting aside the things that held 
memories and significance and finding homes for the rest. Now the room 
is repainted and in use as a study. She was always more than her dwelling 
space. Her diaries, travel journals and scrapbooks are still waiting.

The tenderness of our local meeting at Thirsk sustains me on my 
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journey with grief. Friends had welcomed and loved Hilary as soon as she 
came to live with us here. They valued her in Meeting and at our Monday 
discussion group.  She blossomed in their presence. After her death they 
grieved for her and with us. They supported us as a family with practical 
gifts of food and hospitality for friends from far away, and made all the 
arrangements for Hilary's funeral at the Meeting House. I have felt held 
in a warm, safe place where Hilary is remembered with love and I can cry 
or laugh without judgment. Her name comes up naturally - and that is a 
delight.  Steady, steady love has held me until I could hold myself.

Our grieving and healing processes are still relatively new. Some say it 
takes two years even to begin healing. We have moved from the freefall of 
shock to a place where sadness and joy can co-exist. That my life has been 
changed is incontrovertibly true; that it is worse is not. I feel scoured, with 
all the rawness that implies, but also burnished. I look across the ocean 
of light differently. I see Hilary within that ocean, her life as gift to all 
she met. Far from pushing me away from faith, I find myself uncovering 
deeper realities within what I read and hear. I have felt the power of 
love – just a phrase to me before – as a reality. And here words fail me: 
enwrapping? sustaining? holding? Of course I would give anything to 
have Hilary push open the door and drop her rucksack in the hall again, 
but with the acceptance that she will not comes a scarred peace. I can 
continue to live and even flourish both because Hilary lived and because 
Hilary died. 

Today I am strong, tomorrow I may not be.  I have grown used to 
the sudden onset of tears, and can sometimes welcome them as deep 
connectedness to Hilary and to my own sadness. The Queen Mother once 
remarked that grief never goes away, you just get better at handling it. Zen 
Buddhists would say that pain is inevitable, suffering is not. And what 
can I say?  Only that I have found somewhere in my core a softness and a 
steeliness that have both served their purposes to bring me to this point. 
I know that I will continue to grieve (and welcome the love that gives rise 
to it), but also that I will build a life in this new landscape. Hilary would 
have wanted that for me.

Anna Botwright is a member of York Area Meeting.
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What makes me human?
I lie in bed and caress my ribs, the smooth ebony as                                                                            
hard as piano keys.  Questions overwhelm.  Why?                   
I am two people.  I am a thousand people.  I am a                   
pathetic, broken soul, battered by the pain of the        
world; fighting a furious civil war with myself where                    
there is no victor.  

Yet I am also the girl who                  
finds beauty in a fragile sapling.  I am the girl who                 
experiences a delicious thrill as the sun silently slides into            
the sky.  I am the girl awed by two geese who             
penetrate the morning air as if they own                
it and we are yet to find out.  I am the girl            
fascinated by the 6.42 train to Kings        
Cross – dreams, hopes and fears shuttling         
along in the half-light of dawn.  I am the girl                     
who sees every plate of food looming    
as poison.

How? How do I marry together all that              
astonishes and scares me?  How can I         
know some of the depth of human suffering              
and yet still be entranced by the gentle        
moon as she tenderly       
moves through her cycle?  How can I be              
delighted by the intricacies of a spider’s                  
web, the morning dew clinging resolutely            
to every fibre – yet also know of                   
torture, loss, grief and despair?  How can                     
I strive to nourish every soul but my own?                   
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This is me.  Perhaps this is all of us.  Aren’t                 
we all simply walking dichotomies of                   
beauty and pain, suffering and joy, dreams                    
and disappointments, holding on and knowing                 
when it is time to let go?  Our place in this                  
world is as transient and fleeting as                  
the clocks on a dandelion, and as we stumble,                  
soar and crawl through this wild, mundane               
and intoxicating world, perhaps it is this, then,              
that makes me human.

Hilary Botwright, written at Woodbrooke, Birmingham 
on 11th April 2015.
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Ferry Wood – part of the 
Celtic Rainforest
Ed Argyll

We (my wife Carina, our son Peter and I) have brought 
a forty-three-acre wood and coastal meadow in West 
Scotland. The wood is part of the Celtic Rainforest of 
western seaboards of Scotland and Ireland, so-named 
because it has lots of rare lichens, fungi, mosses, 
liverwort and ferns, some of which are found nowhere 
else in the world.

The forest has been reduced to scattered woods like ours, which need 
to be near or on the Atlantic coast: they absolutely require an oceanic 
climate (largely frost-free, damp and humid most of the time). In 
Scotland the Celtic Rainforest stretches from where we are (west of 
Glasgow, in South Knapdale) northwards all the way up the western 
seaboard.

Our wood is part of the Ardpatrick and Dunmore Site of Special 
Scientific Interest, itself a series of individual woodland blocks, lochans, 
meadows and mires strung along the northern shore of the West Loch, 
a sea loch stretching to the south-west of the fishing village of Tarbert 
(Loch Fyne).

Plantlife and Back from the Brink

Part of our reason for acquiring the wood is to further the work 
of Plantlife UK, which has a Back from the Brink species recovery 
programme. In the case of our wood, the rare species are threatened by 
invasive rhododendron, which shade out everything in their path. We 
have become flora guardians under the Plantlife scheme to encourage 
landowners to conserve and improve important habitats in their care.

Our future as a species is totally tied up with plants; yet, as is well 
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known, we are facing a biodiversity crisis across the world, which applies 
to our plants as much as to our animals. Media coverage tends to focus on 
iconic biomes such as the Amazon rainforest and the Great Barrier Reef, 
and it is easy to get the impression that Britain has a very limited number 
of species, few of which are rare. Well, this is not true! It just happens 
that many of the rare plants are of the non-flowering variety and small 
(in some cases, very small indeed). We also have many rare fungi, which 
remain hidden under the earth until conditions are right when they 
produce fruiting bodies. Carina and I have been keen gardeners all our 
lives, and I’ve undertaken a lot of conservation over the years. I’ve also 
got a qualification in countryside management, which I can now put to 
good use. We love plants!

Woodland composition and topography

The main trees in the wood are oaks, but birch is plentiful and there are 
also willow, alder, rowan and holly. However, it’s the small, non-flowering 
plants that are particularly special: the trees are important because they 
provide a habitat in themselves for the plants to grow on or beside. In the 
case of the fungi, they form beneficial relationships by interacting with 
the trees’ roots. When a tree dies, other fungi specialize in decomposing 
the hard woody material, breaking it down into available nutrients.

In Ferry Wood the rarities seem to be concentrating on the south-
facing slopes, which are often steep and rocky, with ledges, overhangs and 
exposed faces as well as large individual boulders. These slopes are cut 
by ravines. All in all, this makes for a fascinating topography, with lots of 
niches for the so-called “lower plants”. There is also a lot of standing and 
fallen dead timber, which is great for fungi and invertebrates.

At the top of the slope is an open area with amazing views to the island 
of Gigha (off the west coast of Kintyre) and, beyond, on a clear day, to 
Northern Ireland. You are even high enough to see over the landmass of 
Kintyre to the hills of Arran in the Firth of Clyde.

Meadow

The site also consists of a beautiful coastal meadow which lies at the 
foot of the rocky wood. We are just getting to know it. Most of it consists 
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of tussocky grasses with loads of “thatch” (dead grass forming a mat) but 
there is also a substantial area of bracken beside the wood, plus areas of 
nettle (much of it near the shore, indicating that it has been feeding on 
washed up seaweed, but also a patch amongst the bracken). There’s a lot 
of ground ivy amongst the bracken and some creeping thistle in the grass, 
indicating a sandy soil. When the Plantlife officer came (Davie Black) he 
recommended grazing, which brings us to a complex subject: grazing 
management.

Location

It’s in a beautiful location, at the mouth of the sea loch, and we’ll be 
canoeing to it when the weather is suitable. A ferry used to ply across the 
loch, hence the Wood’s name. Next to our meadow is an island: at spring 
low water a natural causeway forms and you can walk across it. Opposite 
is the dramatic hill of Dunskeig: “dun” means a hill in Gaelic; it also gives 
its name to prestige habitations dating from the Iron Age. There are two 
at the hill’s summit.

The Islay ferry passes the wood a few times a day: so there’s still a ferry, 
only it’s going up and down the loch rather than across it.

Volunteering

Volunteers are more than welcome. The two projects we have on the go 
at the moment are:

• Removing rhododendron, which is choking out the native trees 
and shrubs. Light work or heavy, depending on what you want to 
go for (seedlings up to mature shrubs).

• Surveying the wood to find out the location of coppiced, multi-
stemmed oaks, important concentrations of lower plants etc.

• Come and stay with us for a holiday, short break, swim (it has its 
own beach), research, learning, training, art, bring a group, friends, 
family or yourself, generally have fun...!

Look up Ferry Wood on Facebook <<https://www.facebook.com/
groups/624046491087672>>, text us on 07799 898 369 and request to be 
on an email group to be informed of what we are up to. Come in search of 
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badgers, sparrow hawks, great northern divers, otters, tree lungwort and 
scott’s fork-moss, to name a few!

Ed Tyler is a member of West Scotland Area Meeting.

This article was first published in the West Scotland Quaker newsletter.

Onion
I chose an onion to represent God.

God is a mystery.
Peel away layer upon layer -

penetrating to the heart of the mystery -
and he will elude you.

God cannot be known.
So an onion peels away, layer upon layer -

but if you go too far,
you end up with nothing - only peelings

and tears in your eyes.
God is an onion.

He is the pungency of life -
the tang, taken neat, is too much -

but flavouring the meal of life,
nothing better.

Rosemary Wells a member of New Milton Meeting.

This poem is published in Rosemary's book, God is an Onion.
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Equipping for Ministry
Mary Woodward

This time last year I was preparing to start Equipping 
for Ministry, Woodbrooke’s two-year, part-time course, 
with no clear idea why I was called to do it, but a very 
clear sense that I had been called. 

The induction weekend introduced me to the course structure and 
contents, and to my fellow-students. Deep bonds were rapidly formed 
between us, which were strengthened during the residential week in 
March.  In these two taught periods we were given a treasure-chest of 
ideas and resources, and invited to explore them in the company of the 
Woodbrooke tutors and our own personal tutors, and then let loose to 
follow whatever strands beckoned us.

Regular meetings with my tutor have proved invaluable in providing 
an “outside” view of how I am getting on, reminders of what I have or 
have not managed to do, prompts to consider the form and nature of my 
project, and sympathetic support, guidance, and encouragement – not 
least with my attempts to pursue outside sources of funding to add to 
the Littleboy scholarship Woodbrooke gave me.  It’s been a complex and 
lengthy process, but one year on, a Quaker trust has given me a generous 
grant which meant I could repay Area Meeting much of what they paid 
out this year, and won’t have to ask for much help this coming year.

As part of our course we take three of Woodbrooke’s short courses in 
each year.  With my tutor’s help I chose my three courses for 2016, but 
one – meeting with Friends who went to the World Gathering in Peru 
– was cancelled.  Last June I went to Swarthmoor Hall, expecting to be 
challenged by Jesus and Wild Nature – I was indeed challenged, though 
not in the ways I expected!   My discomfort with the course prompted 
me to investigate this dis-ease, to look for positives to add to my negative 
reactions, and to continue my intermittent attempts to “get to know” 
Jesus, who is someone I’ve avoided for many years.  One of the books I 
was prompted to take from Woodbrooke’s library was Ian Breckenridge’s 
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Reclaiming Jesus.  It took me a long time to read, and I found it a struggle; 
but when finally I started writing a review of it, I realised that some parts 
were really helpful, while my attitude to other parts told me a lot about 
my attitude to Jesus and his teachings.

I was born and brought up Catholic, absorbing what Breckenridge 
describes as the “Bambi Jesus”/ stern judge and critic views of Jesus.  In 
1986 I abandoned Catholicism, jettisoning everything that went with 
it: I came to Friends in 2002, and was greatly heartened to read in the 
Friends Quarterly July 2003 issue “What Jesus means to me” Linda 
Batten’s admission, “Jesus means very little to me at all … I don’t feel that 
Jesus has an effect on the way I live my life at all” – so I could cheerfully 
continue my non-relationship with him, knowing I was not alone in this.  

I don’t feel the need to go through an intermediary to reach god, am 
not at all sure about the whole divine/human question, and find it all too 
easy to glaze over when trying to read the New Testament: the words 
are too familiar, and thus almost meaningless – so the teachings have 
little or no impact on me apart from in the most general terms.  Chris 
Randal, the scripture teacher at Pendle Hill, did much to remove my 
internal block about this, but didn’t make me rush off to encounter Jesus 
in any meaningful way, while Laura, my consultant [tutor] suggested 
the baseball concept of Jesus “sitting on the bench”, enabling me happily 
to acknowledge his existence while not feeling any need to engage in 
conversation. 

I derive my inspiration, learning, and guidance from the personal 
experience of other people – fellow-students and staff at Pendle Hill and 
Woodbrooke, Ffriends, and a wide range of authors of many religious 
persuasions. Of course, many of these are directly impacted on by Jesus’ 
teachings!

I thought I would try Jesus & Wild Nature, and Ian Breckenridge’s book 
Reclaiming Jesus as yet another “ok, put toe in water, see what happens” 
venture.  My difficulties with the course arose from a number of sources: 
my internal resistance to Being Told Things By A Minister after years 
of the more egalitarian Quaker way of teaching; my discomfort with 
scripture and scriptural analysis being taken as the ultimate authority; my 
extreme dis-ease with the rituals we were invited to join in – I took part 
out of politeness, but remained completely unmoved; I was confused by 
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the invitation to encounter “wild nature” in a landscape which was tamer 
than the one I can access from my house.  So much negativity challenged 
me to find good things about the course – and there were plenty, not the 
least being the need to investigate the cause of my discomfort!

Breckenridge’s book initially irritated the hell out of me!  In my review 
for Equipping for Ministry I wrote, The author seems more concerned to 
explore why and how the churches had departed from the radical message 
preached in the early days than in discovering Jesus, when the book had 
promised to “make sense of the man without the miracles”.  On settling 
down to write the review some while later, I realised that some chapters 
brought Jesus vividly to life – the man, his setting, the radical nature 
of his teaching – but that much of the book simply didn’t speak to my 
condition: as I added in my review, I don't see the point of much of what 
goes on in churches, and gave up trying to change things decades ago.  

Other books had a far more positive impact on me, the first being 
Christian McEwen’s World Enough and Time, which the Woodbrooke 
library fairy pushed at me.  I didn’t think it had much to say to me, but 
part-way through the light bulbs started flashing…!  I already knew much 
of what she was saying about our world’s affliction with “hurry sickness”, 
but it was when she started talking about the importance of Doing 
Nothing as part of the creative process that I sat up and took notice.  I 
immediately went out into my garden and simply stared at the exuberant 
orange and yellow riot of marigolds and the loud chatty sparrows; 
awarded myself time off to watch Andy Murray romp through Queen’s 
Club and Wimbledon, and responded by writing two pieces that had been 
long awaiting my attention.  I have tried to continue this shift in attitude: 
to make fewer lists and, instead, respond to nudges about what to do; 
and to take sufficient down time as part of my preparation for doing 
something major.  Most importantly, I am learning to let go of the things 
I’m not nudged to do!

I came across, but did not read, Jack Kornfield’s After the Ecstasy, the 
Laundry when I was a student at Pendle Hill: reading it was very helpful 
in confirming both the reality of my transformational experiences at 
Pendle Hill and the difficulty of the challenges one faces “when one 
comes down from the mountain”.  The book is written from a Buddhist 
perspective, but quotes people from many different religious traditions, 
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and shows how they all share similar experiences, even if they use 
different language to describe them.  This ties in with what seems to be 
becoming a major theme of my Equipping for Ministry reflections – the 
early Quakers’ transformational experiences and the effect these had on 
their lives.  

Stuart Masters’ online course Exploring The Early Quaker Vision 
brought this vividly alive; Ben Pink Dandelion’s FutureLearn on-line 
course Radical Spirituality: the Early History of the Quakers surrounded 
the account of early Friends’ spiritual experiences with the physical 
landscape and three-dimensional people, and emphasised the incredibly 
short space of time in 1652 which saw the beginnings of Quakerism.  
Heaven on Earth, a book by Ben, Tim Peat Ashworth and Doug Gwyn 
added depth to my understanding of early Quaker thinking and the 
context in which it emerged; and then in October, while staying in 
North Wales, I finally settled down with Marcelle Martin’s Our Life is 
Love: the Quaker Spiritual Journey, which I’d been wanting to read since 
April – and found it illuminating and inspiring.   It confirmed that my 
transformative experiences at Pendle Hill mirrored those of the early 
Quakers and, more importantly, showed how to live this transformed life 
in the world today.

Very shortly after that, at a weekend gathering of some of ‘our year’, 
with all this swirling round inside me, I was given an Opening as we 
walked the labyrinth together.  It was a very simple instruction, just the 
beginning of something as yet unclear: I was very glad to be surrounded 
by friends, who eagerly listened, challenged, and supported me – an 
ongoing support, not just ‘of the moment’.  My November Woodbrooke 
course Walking With A Smile Into The Dark came at exactly the right 
time, when I was beginning to have an idea where I might be being led.  
I needed to be reassured/reminded about trusting - waiting patiently in 
the dark while also ‘waiting in the Light’ - and that it’s okay to find this 
uncomfortable.  I was given another “little word” – in this case “let” – to 
which I need to pay close attention.  In Meeting for Worship I found 
myself being invited to consider extending my concept of my “spiritual 
home” - how can I carry it with me wherever I go, rather than simply 
seeing it as somewhere to return to after being out in the world?

Writing has been an important part of my year: it’s how I discover what 
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I think and feel about things, and how I keep track of what I’ve done.  
Journalling, writing book reviews and course reports, all help me digest 
what I’ve read or heard, while writing tutorial reports and articles like this 
for the South East Scotland Area Meeting newsletter helps me see and 
mark my “progress”.  I post reviews, course reports, and reflections on 
Woodbrooke’s on-line learning platform, Moodle: fellow-students post 
their responses, and their own reviews and comments.  It’s a good way of 
keeping in touch with people despite the geographical distances between 
us: hearing how they are getting on, discussing things of mutual interest, 
and being challenged and inspired by what they are doing.

There is no guarantee that we will meet fellow-students on the courses 
we choose, so some people we don’t see from one residential week to the 
next, while others we are able to meet in a variety of ways.  I spend time 
at Woodbrooke as one of the Friends in Residence, and so meet fellow-
students when they come for courses.  I’ve keep in contact with, and have 
been to stay with some; I plan to visit and host others; I have regular 
get-togethers with our “North British group”; and our richly rewarding 
October mini-gathering at Woodbrooke will be repeated in November this 
year.  This is all part of the “I’m not doing this alone, I’m in the company 
of Ffriends who care, share, and uphold each other, building links and 
bonds that will last way beyond the two years of the course” – which I 
begin to realise is the most important part of Equipping for Ministry. 

The final paragraph of my reflections after last March’s residential 
week asked: What is my own Quaker vision?  Being part of a community 
rooted in Spirit, encircled in LOVE, upheld in god's arms, enfolded in 
god's wings, loving and caring for one another, encouraging and helping 
each other up with a tender hand, growing towards god in growing 
towards each other - bringing about god's kingdom here on earth.  I find 
this community among staff and students on the Equipping for Ministry 
week at Woodbrooke.  How do I realise that vision in the wider Quaker 
community?  How are my gifts going to be put to best use in the service 
of that vision?  What help do I need along the way? 

The community is strong, the help is being given, and I am discovering 
my gifts: where am I being led?  Watch this space as I begin year two!

Mary Woodward is a member of South East Scotland Area Meeting.
This article first appeared in Sesame, newsletter of South East Scotland AM.
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Sharing Aliveness at 
Congénies
Richard Thompson

There were eighteen of us for our 
retreat from 4-6 November in the only 
purposefully-built Quaker Meeting House in France to 
share our answers to a very personal question: "How to 
be more awake?” There was no expert invited.

We asked Friends who took part in the retreat to introduce each session 
and we were all invited to talk about our personal experience. A large 
labyrinth (eight metres in diameter) had been traced in the lawn of the 
garden. Friends were invited to use it over the weekend. We also received 
messages from Friends who could not come on the weekend.

On Friday night we started with something exceptional. The film-
maker Bruno Aguila had sent us a preview of the film he wants to make 
on French television about the Quakers with an astonishing title: "The 
Precursors Are Among Us"! In this short trailer of two and a half minutes, 
he gives a list of at least twenty-four causes for which the Quakers have 
worked, like equality, anti-slavery, aid to refugees etc. It includes a great 
photo of our group of demonstrators and the banner "Quakers in France" 
at the Paris armaments fair, Eurosatory.

Saturday morning, one of our group brought us back to the present, 
a wonderful gift! He asked us to briefly review specific moments in the 
last few days and then recognize that this moment was new. This exercise 
called us to let go. It is easy to say this, but is a very demanding exercise. 

In the afternoon we performed very simple practices - three breaths - 
slow, deep and conscious – in order to be present. We were inspired by 
the Phoenix Trust yoga classes held in prisons and how a prisoner faced 
his situation. On each out-breath, he remembered that every moment 
is precious, and also that he had some control over what was happening 
inside himself, about his life. During his third breath, he remembered that 
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yesterday someone helped him register for a course he wanted to follow. 
He also remembered his own act of kindness a few days earlier towards 
another prisoner who felt depressed.

During the out-breaths, we followed his example:
1. Every moment is precious.
2. I can find my place of quiet.
3. I remember a smile, a good deed, a sign of friendship from another 

or to another.

Saturday evening was a convivial moment: the meal was a bit late, so we 
relaxed with a small drink and lots of conversation.

Sunday was unforgettable. We had a good Sunday morning session 
with two French participants who shared with us their personal practices. 
Everyone took part in the sharing and the gathering that followed was 
profound. George Fox (who was not there) said, "Abiding inwardly in the 
light, it will let you to see one another and the unity with one another." 
(Truth of the Heart, edited by Rex Ambler. Quaker Books 2001.)

The Afterwords which followed our Meeting for Worship were 
inspiring. Then we had lunch outside under a radiant sun and a 
magnificent sky. There were twenty-two of us.  In the afternoon a local 
Friend took us through an exercise in the garden where one guided 
another, eyes closed. It allowed us to discover qualities in our own nature: 
how confident are we of the other? Are we attentive to each other? ... 
Amazing!

What is the lesson learned from this retreat? First, those who 
participated requested that we gather again in Congénies in June with the 
theme, "How to live our freedom with responsibility?” with the accent on 
our experience in life, not the theories. A few questions might concern us. 
What is important to us? Am I aware of what we need to do? Come with 
your personal questions.

I believe we all drank from the fountain of aliveness which is the 
Quaker Way. Martin Buber said, "Real life is in meeting." I think we had 
the joy of tasting it in Congénies. 

Richard Thompson is a member of Mid-Thames Area Meeting and 
Languedoc Group of France Yearly Meeting.
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Cast thy bread upon the 
waters; love thy neighbour as 
thyself: the life of Marie Janet 
Lasenby (1928-2016) as a 
'pattern and example' of ‘the 
grace of God’
Sheila Savill

Marie was the much-loved and cherished friend of 
a great many people, in all walks of life and of all 
ages, from toddlers to octogenarians. Generous and 
imaginatively kind, she also gave the impression of great 
and hard-won inner strength and self-discipline. When 
she felt a challenge was called for, she offered one!  

Marie was a convinced Friend. Towards the end of her life, asked by a 
doctor if she had any religious faith, she replied, ‘I am a Quaker: I am a 
Quaker through and through!’

She had completely rejected the Anglicanism of her New Zealand 
upbringing. Subsequently, reading the gospels she was, she said, 
‘absolutely overwhelmed’ by the character of Jesus, which she experienced 
as the polar opposite of institutionalised Christianity. The vehemence 
which she expressed her repulsion from Anglican and Catholic religious 
rituals recalled Jesus’ attitude to the temple money-changers and could be 
startling to anyone accustomed to the controlled moderation with which 
she usually expressed her opinions.

On a visit to Ravenna, she was thrilled by the joie de vivre of its fifth-
century mosaics that offer such a vivid contrast to much later Christian 
art’s depictions of the suffering Christ and torture of the damned!   She 
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found essential spiritual and emotional nourishment in art, poetry and 
music, and also in gardens and gardening, delighting both in the beautiful 
garden she had created at her flat, and also in tending, well into her 
eighties, an allotment, where she grew fruit and vegetables, sharing the 
produce with others.

Professionally, Marie was a very able and gifted teacher, specialising 
in the education of young children. In order better to understand, 
and, she hoped, if possible, to find ways that might ameliorate family 
problems that disrupted children’s learning, she joined the University 
of Birmingham’s Centre for Child Studies, taking a Diploma in Special 
Education, followed by three years as a Research Assistant, and also 
gained some experience of family and psychiatric social work. Then, 
she turned to sharing what she had learned, becoming first a lecturer in 
education and next the Director of the Inner London Centre for Urban 
Educational Studies, and ended her working life as an Inner London 
Education Authority Inspector of early years education.

As a child herself, Marie developed a very strong bond with her father, 
who died when she was eight. Even in old age, she sometimes found 
herself having, yet again, to struggle with the pain and anger she had felt 
at having been prevented from saying, ‘Goodbye,’ to him, and to forgive 
her mother, who, when her husband was dying, sent Marie and her two 
younger brothers to stay with relatives until after the funeral. The children 
were apparently kept in ignorance of their father’s death, until they went 
home, to find him gone!

  This experience convinced Marie children should be helped to 
understand death as a normal part of everyone’s life. At her request, after 
she died, those who had been caring for her arranged a celebratory ‘open 
house’ at her flat, to which not only her adult friends but also all their 
children were invited, so that they could see she was no longer there. They 
were given paper and pencils and each encouraged to draw a picture to 
be placed on her coffin as their ‘goodbye present’ to Marie. In accordance 
with our Quaker custom, there were no flowers at her funeral, but her 
coffin was covered with the children’s pictures.

It seems beautifully apposite that the last visitor with whom she was 
able to have a conversation was a little boy of neighbours: on the Saturday 
before she died, he came to tell her all about the two pepper plants he had 
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brought to set in her garden for her.  When he had gone, Marie said how 
much she had enjoyed his visit. Soon afterwards, she fell into the coma 
that ended in her peaceful death, early on the following Monday, as the 
sun was rising in London and setting on her native New Zealand.

Marie knew and accepted that becoming a path by which healing Love 
can reach out to, and embrace, others, requires both commitment and 
strict self-discipline, including the discipline of recognising one’s own 
need for the regular spiritual replenishment that she derived from, inter 
alia, Meeting for Worship.

Marie was a healing person to know. She responded to others with 
a delicate sensitivity that enabled them to accept the support she was 
offering, without any question of their having to ask for it. People felt 
she not only cared about their problems, but valued them as individuals 
whose friendship she would welcome. She was also able gracefully to 
accept what they in return offered her.

Matthew, a neighbour many years her junior, has spoken of how Marie 
came to his rescue, when he was so hamstrung and isolated by depression 
that he could not take a step towards the human contact he needed. Marie 
started regularly to telephone him at about 4.15 in the afternoon, saying 
something on the lines of, 'There’s a pot of tea on the go. Would you like 
to come and share it?’ 

One December, I was in the Royal Free Hospital for a month, following 
emergency surgery. Notwithstanding all the other things she had, or 
wished, to do at such a busy time of the year – except for a brief period 
over Christmas that she was committed to spending with friends in 
Suffolk –  Marie visited me every day, always bringing something to cheer 
and sustain me: a joke, a book of poems, a postcard reproduction of a 
favourite painting.

Some two or three years earlier, only a few minutes after receiving a 
Parkinson’s diagnosis, I had chanced to run into her (almost literally) at 
the hospital. Realising I was distressed, she encouraged me to confide in 
her, threw her arms round me and assured me of her conviction that I 
would be given the necessary strength to cope. 

As my life and activities became increasingly restricted by Parkinson’s 
and I was no longer able to attend Meeting for Worship, I grew miserable 
and lonely. Becoming aware of this, Marie generously set aside two to 
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three hours each Thursday morning to spend with me. To encourage me 
to get out, when I could, we usually met in her flat; but when I wasn’t well 
enough to get there, she came to mine. 

We worshipped together and then, 
over coffee, shared one another’s 
news, joys. woes, preoccupations and 
concerns. If she was out of London, 
on holiday, or staying with some of 
her many other friends, she wrote to 
me, and, after I moved to Norfolk, in 
October 2013, emailed me weekly, 
until early this summer. 

At the beginning of 2016, it became 
apparent that Marie herself had begun 
to need more, practical, support. 
When, in February, she was diagnosed 
as having a kidney cancer, she believed she had entered the last phase of 
her life and did not expect it to continue much longer. She said she felt 
‘peaceful’ about that. Told, early in July, that she also had an aggressive 
and untreatable brain tumour, she responded with a similar equanimity 
that greatly impressed everyone involved in her care. 

Her two primary carers (neither of them Quakers) were her neighbour, 
Matthew, and Judith, a friend who had travelled from New Zealand, 
especially to look after her. Helped by visiting specialist nurses and a few 
of Marie’s other friends, the two of them gave her the 24-hour care and 
support that enabled her to spend the last weeks of her life, wrapped in 
affection, in the reassuring familiarity of her own, peaceful, home and 
garden.

Marie’s everyday life was regulated by a disciplined practice of our 
Quaker faith. Walking ‘cheerfully over the world, answering that of God 
in every one (Qf&p, 19:32), she became for many people – not only her 
fellow Quakers – a ‘pattern and example’. Her life and the manner of 
her death exemplify Jesus’ teaching that, (however we may name it or 
describe it), the grace of God reaches out and makes itself available to 
everyone, to receive, embody and enact, if, as Marie did, we choose to.
Sheila Savill lives in Norfolk and is a member of NW London Area Meeting.
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‘Rementing’... a fresh look at 
dementia
Rosalind Smith

We are all fairly familiar with the word – dementia.  
Some of us are more familiar than we’d choose to be, 
given our personal circumstances, especially as carers.   
But recently I have been reading about another term 
which relates to this condition: this debilitating, 
demeaning, degenerating and deteriorating condition. 

And it gave me hope in so far as many of the ramifications of dementia 
can be ameliorated to a certain degree, though, as we all know, not 
cured.  At least not at the current time although a great deal of research 
is currently being done, mostly on mice which is not much help just now.  
But it should be appreciated that many researchers are giving years of 
their lives to trying to find out just what happens within the brain that 
leads eventually to the death of brain cells.

So what is this word which is giving me cause for feeling more up-beat 
about things?  It’s – rementing, (and yes, my computer hasn’t heard of it 
either apparently!). It’s a concept coined by Tom Kitwood in his excellent 
book Dementia Reconsidered1. It leads to a noun which could also be 
used, rementia.  (Not acceptable to my computer again.)

One could say that the opposite to dementia is rementia, and 
dementing’s opposite might well be rementing. And what comes across 
from these expressions is the thought that as carers we can do a lot to 
slow the progress of dementia, to make life more amenable and pleasant 
for both the sufferer and the person/s caring for them: therefore allowing 
for a certain amount of remission of the illness.

So often a person with moderate or later stage dementia has their 

1 Dementia Reconsidered: the person comes first by Tom Kitwood. Open 
University Press 1997, and republished since.  ISBN: 0-335-19855-4.
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personhood undermined.  As soon as it’s obvious that someone’s mind 
is not working as it should be, or as we all think it should be, there is 
a change of attitude, a change in how others speak to them and do not 
include them in the everyday minutiae of life.  Tacit assumptions seem 
to take control during which the person might be subjected to a number 
of unpleasant, and often unnecessary comments and even slights. They 
might feel ignored and undervalued as a person.  We have probably all 
been into care homes for those with any form of dementia in which we 
see a large room with chairs placed around the walls and residents just 
sitting forlornly unoccupied, with blank or even hopeless expressions on 
their faces.  And while I know there are many care homes in which the 
staff are wonderful in their caring for people and we can be grateful to 
them, there are also places where, though adequate physical care is given, 
there is no real rapport between staff and residents. What’s physically 
needful is done, but no mental stimulus, no engagement on a mental level 
is apparent, so the person with dementia just sinks further and further 
into the apathy which so often accompanies it.

The idea behind the concept of rementing is that we try our best to 
reverse the process by which the personhood is diminished.  Researchers 
have made studies of what they term “homely homes” i.e care homes 
which provided the very highest care of all aspects of the residents’ 
personalities.  They found clear evidence of definite recovery of powers 
that had apparently been lost, a decrease in depression, a slowing down 
in the cognitive decline: a kind of remission or rementing. However we 
might recognise that the mental processes are deteriorating we must still 
treat that person as we always have done.  Speak to them, even when 
there’s no reply, or perhaps just a nod of the head.  Carry on talking about 
things and allow for the fact that your conversation is getting through at 
some level to be enough to stimulate your own responses.  Let them keep 
their dignity, their mental dignity as still valued companions. Encourage 
them to try and continue with previous interests and hobbies, at least as 
long as possible. 

But avoid asking direct questions, or their opinions on things, as 
trying to find an answer will often cause agitation and a realisation of 
their inadequacies.  And when strange ideas bubble to the surface it’s 
important not to contradict, not to try and ‘put them right’ – not to score 
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points! Just agree; after all what does it matter in the long run if what they 
say is not correct, as long as it is not injurious in any way? Also it helps 
them to retain their own sense of self-respect.   A book produced by the 
Contented Dementia Trust2 gives just such advice as this, stressing three 
things – don’t question them; don’t criticize them; don’t contradict them.  
Of course, this isn’t always easy for the carer, but after a while it becomes 
second nature just to let things be and go along with life as it is, and it 
makes for a certain degree of contentment for both/all parties. 

It is well known that hospitalisation, a course of very strong antibiotics 
or a transference to a care home can cause sudden and drastic changes 
which are usually irreversible.  So it’s most favourable if any of these 
things can be avoided (though there often does come a time when a care 
home becomes necessary for the mental and physical health of the carer, 
and should be a guilt-free decision on their part, especially as, in most 
cases, they have spent years already in their caring role).  Even though 
certain cognitive powers are eventually lost, there still remain strong 
emotions, and these can be quite overwhelming for the person with a lack 
of understanding of what’s happening to them: fears (of abandonment, 
humiliation); senses (of persecution, menace, panic – grief); anxiety; 
anger; frustration. These are all emotions which it may well be difficult to 
express, so sensing when these are present, and listening when they are 
expressed in any way, is a vital part that the carer can play in alleviating 
the misery and distress of their loved ones – or those they care for.

The vital thing is that the sufferer can still sense the feeling of love, even 
when everything else around them seems to be disintegrating.  So small 
intimations, and little or even large gestures, can cut through the mist that 
envelops them, and they will still feel a sense of being valued and loved. 
Love is the most important thing!

It’s a vast subject, and caring on a day-to-day basis for someone with 
any form of dementia, no matter how much one loves them, is a hard 
job!  We need to bear in mind all the time that, in spite of appearances, 
they are still the same person underneath it all, their basic essence is the 
same, their soul is the same.  But the fog which descends with increasing 
intensity has made it well-nigh impossible for them to continue with 
2 Contented Dementia by Oliver James. Vermilion. 2008 and subsequent 
reprints. ISBN: 978-0-09-190181-3.
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their previous life, and they are now totally dependent on our care and 
compassion.

Rosalind Smith is a member of Ipswich & Diss Area Meeting.
This article was first published in Towards Wholeness.

The Ship
To Anne Michaels

Life is a ship
with a single white sail 
boarded before dawn
on an outgoing tide.
We grope our way on deck, 
scent of sacrifice
still clinging to our hair,
begin the long hard haul
through the mouth of the harbour,
the wind always contrary.

At sunrise we hoist our sail, 
take a bearing for our course
and look for signs in the sky
as jagged reefs raise their heads,
eager to tear our hull. 
We tack and veer,
thread to and fro
through a labyrinth of dark waters
to emerge at last on an open sea.
Jewelled fish leap now at our bow,
bright foam flows in our wake.
At noon in a lull of the wind
we hear the seals sing
as we cross the line
and sail out onto the deep.

              Peter D. Leeming is a member of Kendal & Sedbergh Area Meeting.
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The Quakers – 
and I! 
Ernest Hall

Part 2 of 2:  I remember going with 
Stuart Hunt to meetings of the 
Clacton Council of Churches, and quite enjoying them.  
Then I was asked if I’d be prepared to take over as 
Clerk to Clacton Meeting. I hadn’t the faintest idea of 
the duties and responsibilities of a Preparative (local) 
Meeting Clerk – and it appears that my predecessor 
had been equally ignorant.

Business Meetings were held as and when there was any Meeting business 
to transact and we both clearly had no idea that our business meetings 
were supposed to be in preparation (hence Preparative Meeting) for 
the next Monthly (Area) Meeting.  I gradually learned how Preparative 
Meetings should be held and I actually served as Clerk for two periods.  
I doubt if I was ever a ‘good’ clerk but at least I didn’t provide an awful 
example of how it should not be done!

The most memorable event of my clerkship was the building of a 
splendid new meeting room at the rear of 26 Granville Road.  When 
Monthly Meeting first acquired this property for Clacton Friends, 
Meetings for Worship had been held in the front sitting-room.   The 
attendance had grown and, and shortly before the arrival on the scene of 
my family and myself, the dividing wall between the front and rear sitting 
rooms had been replaced with a folding screen, doubling the potential 
Meeting Room size.   Now this was proving inadequate and the only 
place the Children’s Class could go was the kitchen!    We wondered if we 
should look for larger premises but a Colchester Friend with appropriate 
knowledge and experience drew up plans for an extension of the existing 
building. The plans were approved by us and by Monthly Meeting – and 
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by Clacton Urban District Council.
There was a great deal of work involved and I was in the thick of it – 

but it was a shared responsibility and every member and attender played 
his or her part.  Particularly helpful were Joyce Bissenden (later Joyce 
White), one of our members who was also Clerk of Monthly Meeting, 
and Derek Crosfield, a very ‘weighty’ Colchester Friend, who gave 
practical and financial support as well as enthusiasm for our cause.  At 
last the work was completed and on 12th July 1969 our ‘new’ Meeting 
House was officially declared open by George Gorman, Clerk of the 
national Quaker Home Service Committee (Derek Crosfield was that 
Committee’s Chairman at the time).  Our new meeting room was packed 
with f/Friends from Monthly Meeting and representatives of every other 
Christian tradition in Clacton!

Somewhere along the line – it probably began in Ipswich and 
concluded in Clacton! – I regained my Christian faith.  There was no 
Damascene moment; not even a day on which I could say, ‘Yesterday I 
wasn’t a believer. Today I am’.   I just generally came to accept that there 
was a divine spark within every human being as declared in the preface to 
St. John’s Gospel, and that that divine spark (that of God) was made into 
human flesh and blood, personified if you prefer, in Jesus of Nazareth.  
He lived, died and rose from the dead to demonstrate that good would 
ultimately prevail over evil and to show us, in his own life and teaching, 
something of the nature of God.

With the ‘new’ meeting house completed I had more time to survey the 
wider scene.   It appeared that the Religious Society of Friends (Quakers) 
was also having its problems.  I had seen George Fox’s revelation that, 
‘There is one, even Christ Jesus, who can speak to thy condition’, as being 
the rock on which the religious Society of Friends had been built.   Now, 
it appeared, Jesus had become an ‘optional extra’.   There was, I learned, a 
division between Friends who considered themselves to be Christian and 
those who were ‘Universalists’.   This puzzled me at first as I considered 
myself to be both a Christian and a Universalist.   I was a Universalist in 
that I believed the ‘inward light’ (‘that of God’, ‘the True Light’) to be the 
universal gift of God to every living human being.  I was a Christian in 
that I believed that ‘True Light’ to have been made flesh, or personified, 
some two thousand years earlier in the person of Jesus of Nazareth. This 
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didn’t give Christians any extra privileges but it did give them added 
responsibilities – they had a living example to follow as well as the 
promptings of that ‘Inward Light’.

 The world’s religions all have some precepts in common, because their 
founders and followers all had God’s gift of that inward light. They are 
not all of equal value though, and it is a mistake to imagine that they all 
– deep down – have the same values.   They simply haven’t. Christians, 
Jews, Muslims, Sikhs, Hindus have quite different attitudes to prayer, 
to dress, to diet and to relationships between the sexes.  We may, and 
should, respect those differences, but it is absurd and counter-productive 
to pretend that they don’t exist.   I think that my wife Heather, perhaps 
because of her evangelical past, was more concerned about the division 
between Christians and Universalists than I was.  She felt that the division 
was so basic that the Society of Friends should split and become two 
Societies.  I hoped that a less drastic solution could be found.   I think 
that it probably has been, though I would urge zealots of both sides to 
follow the ‘Advice’ that urges us all to consider the possibility that we may 
be mistaken.  I try to follow that advice myself!

Many years later, but before Heather’s health again deteriorated and 
demanded that I become her full-time carer, I had occasionally attended 
the 8.00 am Sunday Eucharist service at St James’ Anglican Church in 
Clacton.   I had been made welcome (although the priest knew me only 
as a Quaker) and had been invited to take part in the Holy Communion.  
The Book of Common Prayer was used for this service and I found myself 
saying with true appreciation the words that had been familiar to me 
half a century earlier.  I attended that service on the Sunday following 
Heather’s death – and found myself greatly supported and comforted.   
Shortly after that I regularised my position by informing both Quaker 
Monthly Meeting and the priest at St James’, that I regarded myself as 
being in dual membership – of the Religious Society of Friends (Quakers) 
and of the Church of England.  Dual membership is unusual but by no 
means unique.  Terry Waite, probably the Church of England’s best-
known lay member, is also in dual membership of the Quakers and of the 
Anglican Church.

Although in dual membership, I give priority to the Quakers, as it was 
in the based-on-silence Quaker Meetings for Worship that I had regained 
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my Christian faith.  I have never allowed my restored and revived 
Anglican membership to prevent my regular attendance at Meeting for 
Worship on Sunday mornings.  I hope that I never will.

It was after Heather’s life came to an end that I first became aware that 
there was another, and perhaps more serious, potential source of division 
between Friends.  In the eyes of some Friends God too has become an 
‘optional extra’. They are those who declare themselves to be non-theists.   
I had previously imagined that all Friends believed in God.  Surely the 
one conviction that united us all was that there was ‘that of God’ within 
‘the heart’ of all human beings, whatever their colour, creed, age or sex.  
Perhaps the God in whom non-theists don’t believe is a kind of superman 
living in a heaven ‘above the bright blue sky’ who occasionally reaches 
down to reward one of his favourites or punish a transgressor.  I don’t 
believe in that kind of a God either.   Neither I think does either the 
Archbishop of Canterbury or the Pope.  However; I do believe in a god: 
a Divine Intelligence beyond ourselves, not just beyond our experience 
but beyond our imagination, who pervades the Universe that he (she or 
it) has created and in whom, as St Paul puts it, we ‘live, move and have 
our being’.   That God is able to hear the prayers of the faithful worldwide 
and, I believe from personal experience, always hears and answers those 
who pray fervently and with heart and soul, not for themselves but for 
someone they love.    The answer may not, of course, always be the one 
for which the petitioner had hoped.

Perhaps I am over-credulous. I have no problem in believing in the 
value of prayer.  I have no problem accepting the healing miracles of Jesus 
and some of his followers, because I have seen miracles of healing myself 
in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries.  However, I cannot, try as I 
might, believe that the wonderful Universe, of which our world is a tiny 
part – and our wonderful world with all the wonderful living creatures 
(including ourselves) that dwell within it – are the product of blind 
chance.  I believe they are evidence of a power and an intelligence far 
beyond our own, that most of us are prepared to call God.                                 

  The Religious Society of Friends (Quakers) and I have drifted apart 
– and I don’t feel that the drifting has been mine.  There have certainly 
been revolutionary changes in both Quaker faith and practice since I 
joined Friends, sixty-eight years ago.  I find myself envying the Quakers 



March 2017

33

in Kenya who according to a recent article in The Friend are all Christians 
first, and then Quakers.  Worryingly, I feel that I have more in common 
with Roman Catholics and happy/clappy evangelicals (although I have 
never been in the least attracted to either of those Christian traditions) 
than I have with Friends who declare themselves to be non-theist.  At 
95 and after nearly seventy years of membership, I have no intention of 
resigning.  Non-theism is something about which I have read and heard 
but never directly encountered.  My own local Meeting for Worship 
and its members mean a great deal to me and I intend to continue to be 
a regular attender on Sunday mornings for as long as I am physically 
capable.  The Religious Society of Friends will no doubt continue to 
change and develop.  I hope it will rediscover its Christian roots and 
become a spiritual power house for other Christian groups.  Already 
in Clacton several committed members of another Christian Church 
come to us twice every month to experience Quaker worship!   The 
alternative may be that our Society will become a purely secular group 
of well-meaning like-minded people who meet on Sundays to think nice 
thoughts and sometimes rise to express them. They will pride themselves 
on keeping alive such Quaker traditions as shaking hands to signify the 
end of meeting.  

I think though that the future of the Religious Society of Friends 
(Quakers) in the UK will depend not upon us but upon whether or not 
God has more work for us (with his help) to do. 

Ernest Hall is a member of Southen East Anglia Area Meeting.

A version of this article was first published in the newsletter of Southern 
East Anglia Area Quaker Meeting. Part 1 was published in January.
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Too busy to care
I am that refugee.
The world sees, but does not need
or want to know.
But where do I go?
Dust bowl is my land,
How is a sheet, my bed the ground.

I look around me my people to see
Mothers so weary, huffled in heaps
children so frail, not strong enough
even to weep, their faces like masks,
no expression, even to ask.

Children in poverty each day do die.
Did I hear you sigh or ask why?
The Red Cross feeds us,
but I cry out to Jesus
'Please help us in our need.'
We have no greed, only despair.
Show the world how to care.

Countries spend money
seeking people in space
but here on earth exists the human race.
So give us your hands to help us now.
Give us your words to teach us how.
Never be too busy not wanting to care
for the day may come,
so be aware that justlike me
you may be that homeless Refugee.

Terry Redman is a member of New Milton Meeting.
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Challenge for 2017
Peggy Heeks

By now we have offered good wishes 
for 2017 to our family and friends, 
but have we decided what word will 
characterise this year? Perhaps you 
will answer ‘Brexit’, but a preoccupation with Brexit 
will stretch into 2018 and beyond.

The word I find most frequently in newspapers and journal is ‘challenge’ 
in all its variations.  We may wonder where we will find the strength 
to meet these challenges and feel powerless in their face. Our Quaker 
testimonies can help here, as we use them as a framework for our 
response to world events. So, too, can our Quaker community, but it is 
easy to feel adrift without a rudder in the face of current challenges. What 
can I do? What should I do?

I am helped by Anthony Atkinson’s book Inequality. He points out 
that each of us has some power. Perhaps we have some savings. If so, we 
can ensure that they are with a mutual organisation or a company which 
pursues ethical policies. We are all consumers, buying goods. Here we 
can support local businesses or markets rather than the large chains. We 
can seek out fair trade opportunities. Indeed, our local Quaker Meeting, 
or another local church, may offer a fair trade stall. We can buy from 
suppliers who pay a living wage or who treat employees well. Each of 
these may be a small activity but, taken together, they will  make an 
impact. We have obvious power through voting, and it is not too early to 
begin thinking about the next election, In an open meeting, we can invite 
political parties to explore the challenges which they have to face in he 
next parliament. We are not powerless. Each of us can make a difference 
in the face of the challenges of 2017.

   Peggy Heeks is a member of Oxford Meeting.
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A refuge for men
Theo and Rosemary Sturge

Domestic violence is a sadly familiar part of life. Most of 
the time we associate it with women being abused by 
men. This is a misconception: thirty to forty percent of 
victims are men. Women seeking help find it relatively 
easy and the authorities take them seriously. If needed, 
they may find a place in a women’s refuge. Men 
seeking help find it much more difficult.

They are less likely to be taken seriously. If their partner is attacking 
them with a carving knife, and perhaps trashing the house, what are their 
options? If they are lucky, they may have family and friends they can fall 
back on, or if they have money they can find alternative accommodation. 
If there are no family and friends, and they have no money, what can 
they do? Get out of the house and walk the streets at night? Sleep rough? 
In extremis, perhaps attack or kill their partner when things get out of 
control.

Women have a good chance of finding a place in a refuge. The 
number of places for men is tiny in comparison; there is nothing in 
Northamptonshire. Northampton LM has money in its Legacies Fund 
which is potentially available for projects that are in line with Quaker 
values. We asked LM in November if it would support the idea of buying 
a house in Northamptonshire for use as a men’s refuge. This idea, in the 
best tradition of Friends seeing an unmet need, was welcomed and we 
were asked to pursue it further. The house would need to be owned by 
Area Meeting and we see this as an AM project although it would be 
led by ourselves. The Meeting cannot manage the day-to-day running 
of a refuge. We would need to find another organisation which could 
run it for us, take on responsibility for looking after and helping the 
men, and for the upkeep of the house. There would be some sort of lease 
arrangement. We have undertaken to try and develop this into a viable 
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project and to seek a suitable partner.
A two-bed terrace house would do, but a three-bed one would be better 

so that a father could grab his children and run if necessary. House costs 
seem to vary within the County; Kettering is significantly cheaper than 
Northampton. We would probably need to spend at least £20,000 to make 
a house habitable and secure. The house cost, on an initial look, is likely 
to be in the £100,000 - £165,000 range, but this may be a little optimistic. 
This would give a total cost of perhaps £120,000 - £185,000.

The project is a little beyond the means of Northampton LM. We 
(Rosemary and Theo) decided we would like to give a substantial lifetime 
gift, as against a legacy, to the Meeting to help, and Theo has talked to a 
number of Friends within the AM who he thought might be sympathetic 
and might perhaps be able to spare cash. This was well received and we 
have pledges totalling £80,000, and we should be able to Gift Aid at least 
some of this. Northampton LM was asked for £70,000 and there is an 
agreement in principle to this. This gives us £150,000, plus some Gift Aid. 
We would welcome offers of further lifetime gifts towards the cost. Please 
speak to Theo, in confidence, if you are interested in helping. At this stage 
we are seeking pledges. We think it likely that we can raise further funds, 
if needed, from Quaker trusts, and perhaps some non-Quaker ones.

If we own a house, we can go on, year after year, helping those in 
real need in the world around us. It may be that one day it is used for a 
different housing need. If the Area Meeting needed the money at some 
time in the future, or we no longer had a use for it, the house could be 
sold.

Many years ago Charlie Chester used to have a programme on Radio 2 
on a Sunday afternoon. It was, in many ways, a forerunner of local radio, 
and time was devoted to helping people in need. He used to sign off from 
his programmes by saying, “Do good in the world, and may it do you the 
world of good”. This is our opportunity to do good, and to help in an area 
where there is a totally unmet need in the locality. When we have found 
out more about the viability of this idea we will come back to Friends. It is 
not going to be easy and may take some time.

Theo & Rosemary Sturge are members of Northamptonshire Area Meeting.

This article first appeared in the Northamptonshire AM newsletter.
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My Journey as a 
Combat Veteran 
and Interfaith 
Peacemaker
Tom Davis

After 9-11 people with a Middle Eastern appearance 
in Wilmington were coming under suspicion, and 
some were rudely treated.  Isheta Smith, a member of 
Hanover Street Presbyterian Church, where I was still 
pastoring, had grown up in India in a Hindu family and 
helped me organize a series of vegetarian suppers. 

We aimed to create a place of safety and hospitality where people could 
share their feelings about what was happening in our nation and world.  
We collected the email addresses of the supper attenders and created an 
online group called Many Candles One Light (MCOL).  We continue 
to use MCOL to announce interfaith events.  In 2011 I wanted to make 
such interfaith ministry more visible to presbytery, so I sent a letter to the 
Committee on Ministry (COM), requesting that presbytery commission 
me as an Interfaith Peacemaker, accountable to presbytery through its 
Mission Development Unit.  COM approved the request and presbytery 
voted unanimously in favor.  This commission validates interfaith 
ministry and affords me an opportunity to post often in the presbytery’s 
weekly newsletter.

I got started in veterans work through my association with local 
Quakers.  After returning from combat duty in Vietnam – I served as an 
adviser to the South Vietnamese navy in the Mekong Delta, patrolling 
rivers and canals in wooden junks – Quaker writings and their practice of 
silent worship helped me begin a journey of peacemaking.  Now I attend 
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the Wilmington Friends Meeting at Fourth and West Streets roughly 
every other week, and I'm a member of their Peacemaking Committee.  
Two Augusts ago the monthly magazine Friends Journal was dedicated to 
veterans' PTSD, and the alarming rate of veteran suicides (about twenty 
a day).  I was appalled and deeply moved by what I read, so I asked three 
of my Quaker friends, two who are deeply involved in prison ministry, 
and the other who is a psychologist, to join me in starting a ministry 
to help veterans come home.  At first I didn't know whether Quakers, 
historically pacifists, would want to get involved.  But they did.  Later, I 
wanted to test the degree of commitment of the whole meeting, so I asked 
the Peacemaking Committee to explain what we intended to do, and then 
pose a query at the next business meeting to ascertain support for it. The 
Quaker meeting, just like my presbytery, gave this leading of the Spirit 
their unanimous support.

At first the group we formed, the Interfaith Veterans' Workgroup 
(IVW), had just six veterans, all of them Vietnam vets.  A little later we 
welcomed an Iraq veteran aboard.  We decided from the beginning to 
recruit not just veterans, but anyone with a commitment to work for the 
health and safety of veterans.  Currently we have forty-three members, 
about half veterans, and over sixty-five members in a Facebook group.  
Some of our veterans have experienced PTSD, some not. I myself had 
mild PTSD symptoms shortly after getting back from Vietnam. Fireworks 
spooked me, and walking in the woods. After a while the hypervigilance 
passed. But then, four years later, in 1975 when North Vietnamese troops 
invaded and occupied all of Vietnam, I began having troubling dreams 
about abandoning my former Vietnamese comrades in arms. I now 
have a phrase for the pain of heart and mind that I experienced then:  
"moral injury”.  Over the last year I have been following web posts on 
"veterans and PTSD" and "veterans and suicide". Many posts aim to raise 
public awareness about the alarming rate of veteran suicide, but very few 
acknowledge the importance of moral injury, which some researchers 
believe is a key factor in some veterans' deep depression.

I have yet to find scientific research that establishes a strong correlation 
between moral injury and veteran suicide, but a growing number of 
authors are making that connection.  It seems very likely to me that 
moral injury is a very significant causal factor, so IVW is concentrating 
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on moral injury research and treatment strategies, while also working 
on reducing PTSD symptoms.  In truth, PTSD and moral injury are 
intermixed, and helpers can't work effectively on healing moral injury 
without calming the nervous system.

When IVW started we recognized that veterans coming home miss 
the camaraderie and strong sense of purpose which they found in the 
military, so we set about to involve veterans in volunteer projects to 
compensate somewhat for that loss.  We worked with a Philadelphia 
mural painter, Eric Okdeh, to design and paint a mural portraying the 
challenges of returning veterans. You will find this on the north side of a 
building recently renovated to house homeless vets, at 901 Washington 
Street in Wilmington.  We also began to volunteer for an inner city 
project organized by Delaware Interfaith Power and Light called 
"Windows of Hope", building and installing inexpensive interior storm 
windows in homes to help residents save on heating bills.

As IVW grew we noticed that many of our new members possessed 
professional skills, or at least significant experience, which would allow 
us to treat veterans with PTSD.  For instance, we have a member with 
high credentials in Reiki, another in Healing Touch, another in yoga, two 
in Mindfulness Based Stress Reduction; and our most recent member is 
one of the current Twin Poets Laureate of Delaware. He wants to start a 
writing group for returning veterans.  So, we are gaining confidence that 
we can do more than just organize volunteer work teams to assist local 
not-for-profits.  We have a treatment capability.  We recognize, though, 
that we need to move cautiously in this direction, seeking professional 
supervision.  We don't want to mis-treat anyone, and we also want to take 
care of the caretakers.

In my opinion the most interesting treatment strategy we've been 
thinking about involves AVP, the Alternatives to Violence Project.  AVP is 
a two-and-a-half-day, lively, interactive workshop designed by Quakers.  
It was launched in 1975 at the request of older inmates in a prison 
erupting with violence.  They couldn't control the angry younger inmates, 
so they called on Quakers, who had been working with them steadily, to 
devise a curriculum that would train inmates to behave non-violently.  
AVP was born.  It has been refined and has spread to many, many prisons 
and has been exported to 119 countries.  (See <<http://avpusa.org>>) 
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AVP reduces anger in prison populations, and reduces recidivism.  It now 
operates also in schools and neighborhoods where violence is a concern.

For two years I have been volunteering in a support group for citizens 
returning from prison, called New Beginnings-Next Step. I began to 
notice that some of the emotional challenges which returning prisoners 
face are similar to those of returning veterans, such as anger control, and 
maintaining close personal relationships.  I wondered whether anyone 
had tried AVP as a group treatment strategy for veterans.  I Googled 
and found nothing, so I called the national AVP office and asked. They 
said, “No, nobody has used AVP with veterans in general, only with 
incarcerated veterans.”  It's working great for them, they said, and we 
think this idea is terrific!  So, I'm currently training myself as an AVP 
facilitator, and I aim to help other vets to get trained.  As I see it, by 
facilitating AVP groups veterans will receive inner healing themselves, 
and by taking it to communities troubled by violence they will promote 
healing there too.  It's a win-win strategy.

How might churches fit into a treatment plan for moral injury?  Well, 
because America is the most religiously diverse nation on earth, and 
because faith communities have a lot to offer in the way of healing 
the deep self, I'm convinced that this work has to be done in an 
interfaith way.  IVW has established its permanent meeting place in the 
Presbyterian Church of the Covenant, and the Session there has given us 
permission to use a small chapel for interfaith events.  We can take down 
and put up whatever visual symbols are appropriate to the spiritual needs 
of those gathered.  That's a big step in trust and keeping open minds!

Another church in our presbytery, First Presbyterian Church of 
Milford, has started a Bible study group for veterans led by a veteran, Bill 
Cullen, and Elder, Judy Adams.  Other than those two churches, though, 
there hasn't been any corporate involvement, but quite a number of NCP 
folk have joined IVW's new Facebook group.  We have a huge educational 
task to accomplish before we can get more churches involved:  We have 
to teach people what moral injury is and why it's important to reducing 
veteran suicides.  If we succeed in that I'm confident we'll get more 
churches involved.

Here are some starters:
• On February 4th the Episcopal Church of Saints Andrew and 
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Matthew in Wilmington held a forum about AVP, a chance to learn about 
this very effective program to promote a culture of peace.

• Watch the free web video from the Huffington Post about 
moral injury, produced by war correspondent, David Wood.  <<http://
projects.huffingtonpost.com/moral-injury/the-grunts>>  Have a church 
discussion about the feelings and issues it raises.

• Watch for the release of a new film, "Thank You For Your 
Service."  See: <<http://www.thankyouforyourservicethefilm.com/>>.  
Arrange a public showing in a theater near you.

Tom Davis is a retired Presbyterian Church (USA) pastor 
and Commissioned Interfaith Peacemaker. He attends 

Quaker meeting in Wilmington, Delaware, USA.

Leaving Preparative 
Meeting Clerkship
Phil Rowe

When I was approached by 
Nominations Committee, towards the 
end of 2004, sounding me out about 
the possibility of taking on the role of PM Clerk, I have 
to admit my first reaction was to run a mile. I had done 
the job for a short while some years before and found it 
very difficult, for various reasons.

This time, having been assured that my role would be limited to the six 
preparative meetings each year, and the work immediately associated 
with them, I agreed to give it a go for a year.

I could not have been luckier in that the rest of the clerking team was 
incredibly efficient, so I didn’t have to worry about notices, preparing the 
small meeting room with literature, noticeboards and – most scary of all 
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– all the general meeting correspondence.  
Nevertheless, each business meeting requires a lot of preparation and 

I quickly learned that meetings go much smoother if the preparation 
is done well. There are some agenda items that occur regularly each 
year, others that recur more randomly and others that creep out of 
the woodwork to ‘bite you on the bum’ when you least expect it. Its 
particularly important to go back over past minutes to check for that 
all-important phrase: “We ask our Friends to bring this matter to a future 
meeting”. Then there are new matters which may come from Overseers, 
Elders, Premises, Friends House or just about anywhere. Of course, I 
occasionally missed something…!

With a week or so to go, it's time to prepare a draft agenda to be 
circulated. Then a draft Area Meeting agenda appears, and I can update 
our own draft agenda, and start preparing a set of draft minutes. For me, 
this is one of the most wonderful aspects of the Quaker ‘business method’. 
It focuses the mind, and forces you to consider different outcomes from 
Friends’ consideration of a particular subject. After consultation with the 
Assistant Clerk, we are ready for the day when we have to chase Friends 
out of the small meeting room at 12 noon to conduct the meeting’s 
business.

Every business meeting is properly a ‘meeting for worship for business’ 
and we always start and end with silence. Friends ensure there is time for 
a reflective pause after anyone finishes speaking and it is marvellous how 
supported we feel ‘at the table’, especially when we are deliberating over 
a difficult final minute. Then another wonderful aspect of our business 
method: we agree each minute before moving on to the next agenda item. 
At the end, the minutes are signed, a little more silent worship, and that’s it. 

When I get home, it's time to type up the minutes – I always try to 
get them done and circulated as soon as possible – and any letters of 
appointment, etc. to those who need to be advised of anything that affects 
them. I don’t think I could have considered doing the job if it weren’t as 
part of an efficient clerking team. My thanks to all them for making the 
last two years a real joy.

I hope our new clerk enjoys it as much as I have done.
Phil Rowe is a member of Hertford & Hitchin Area Meeting.

This article first appeared in Hitchin Quaker Meeting's Quakerview.
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Daisies are our silver
Heather Mary NicMillan

Daisies are our silver, 
Buttercups our gold, 

This is all the treasure 
We can have or hold.*

As Friends who know me well will 
attest, I set great store by the ministry of children; not 
because I think that they have the right - we none 
of us have that - but because they do seem to have 
a refreshing and challenging way of seeing things 
differently, which we adults, with our sense of 'face' 
and the social niceties, cannot always match.

There has been a lot of gold and silver of another sort about this year and 
while I, along with most others, salute the triumph of the human spirit, 
which these victories, particularly in the case of the Para-Olympians, 
represent, the manner of the funding has given me pause, feeling as I do 
that it is formed in so large a part from ill-afforded money that would 
probably have been far better spent elsewhere, hazarded by many hard-
pressed individuals who feel that their only chance of any sort of decent 
life for themselves and their families is a win on the lottery. I wonder, too, 
whether the high tech input which such high-level funding allows doesn't 
disenfranchise many smaller poorer nations desperately in need of role 
models to demonstrate to their children and young people that individual 
faith, determination and hard, hard work can still win through against the 
odds. 

The children's hymn, 'Daisies Are Our Silver' first came my way 
a decade or so ago when, as part of a project assessing the value of 
tradition in enhancing inter generational solidarity, I was going round the 
Derbyshire Well Dressings and found myself, one golden afternoon, in 
the delightful village of Markham-by-the Water. The adults had chosen 
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as their theme, 'Flower Fairies' and there, on the village green, was a 
beautifully crafted, quartered board depicting Flower Fairies, one quarter 
for each season. Round the comer was the children's work: they having 
taken as their theme, 'Daisies Are Our Silver'. 

I had been surveying this opus for all of a minute when two little girls, 
one about seven or eight and the other four or five, ran out from a nearby 
house. I think, mainly, they wanted to know what I thought of the work 
and, in the case of the older child, to draw my attention, gently but clearly 
to the donations bucket that stood beside it. I asked if they themselves 
had been involved in the production. 'Yes', said the older girl: she had 
helped to decorate the daisies and, turning to her little sister, said, 'and 
Clarey did the Sun.' 

When I hear or read of the physical and psychological scarring of the 
children in Syria and other war-tom areas across the Middle East and 
beyond, my wish for them all is the peace and quiet of a Derbyshire 
village, the glory of a golden, English, high summer's day and the 
opportunity for the Clareys of this world, their brothers and sisters, great 
and small, to make their contribution to their communities by, 'doing the 
Sun.'

'God, who made the speedwell, 
Keep us true to You.'

Heather Mary NicMillan is a Free Quaker and lives just outside 
Warrington, in North Cheshire

*'Daisies Are Our Silver' by Jan Struther, pseudonym of Joyce Maxtone 
Graham (1901-1953).

Names have been changed to protect identities.
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Learning from 
understatement
Helen Johnson

A couple of months ago, I went with 
some friends to the St Cuthman’s 
retreat near Coolham, Sussex. We knew that we’d enjoy 
the silence, the privacy – and then the conversations 
and companionship at mealtimes. The weather was 
good for a change and one afternoon I set off for a stroll 
into the nearby village – and it turned out to be the 
proverbial walk down memory lane.

Once upon a time I earned my living by visiting and writing about 
schools, faith ones in particular. My country walk took me down the side 
of the busy road, a sharp right turn and there the school was, pretty much 
as I remembered it. The William Penn Primary, founded by the Society 
of Friends in 1891, was taken into the maintained sector in 1952. I think 
that it remains the only primary school in the state sector with Quaker 
connections. When I visited the school about sixteen years ago, with 
no real prior knowledge about Quakers, the children wore sweatshirts 
with a picture of William Penn shaking hands with a Native American 
chief. There were other links with him. This was a time when schools 
still published prospectuses and the one for this school told the story of 
William Penn, who in agreement with the indigenous people founded 
Pennsylvania as ‘a land governed by love instead of force’. The prospectus 
went on to make a clear statement about his values and their relevance 
today: ‘as a school we also subscribe to the same ideals as William Penn 
strived for – kindness, tolerance and understanding’.

But these historic links apart, how Quaker was this school? As 
somebody used to visiting Catholic and Anglican schools, there seemed 
to be very little that was overtly religious about the school. I was used to 
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‘reading’ the walls, searching for religious symbols and pictures. (There 
seemed to be nothing specifically and recognisably Christian, such as 
crucifixes, in the school, as would been almost certainly found in, say, a 
Catholic school). Yes, there were the declared values in the prospectus: 
order, warmth and friendliness, academic excellence and an expectation 
of certain kinds of behaviour that embodied these values. Of course, 
silence was a meaningful part of the worship engaged in by school 
assemblies. But what was clear from the interviews with the head teacher, 
staff, school governor and parents was that while there was a desire to 
promote certain values within the school there was no anxiety to claim 
them as somehow exclusively Quaker values; there was no need to be 
dogmatic.

I can remember getting into my car for the drive home up the 
motorway, perhaps rather disappointed at the seeming lack of an overt 
culture that would have been so easy to write about. Then, of course, it 
dawned on me that this was the point. If anything is ever certain with 
Quakers, it is that their culture is a sophisticated one. It is predicated, 
in the main, on experience and reflection, and the acting out of values 
in which the intentionality of behaviour is regarded as important rather 
than a complicated or detailed system of beliefs. So that’s what I wrote 
about. I’d got my article after all and learnt the lesson that understatement 
can speak volumes.

Helen Johnson attends Croydon Meeting.

This article was first published in the Croydon Friends newsletter.
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Young Quakers 
Participation Day
Jethro Jeorrett

Introduction

This report is intended to summarise and assess the responses of the 
participants of the Young Quakers Participation Day 2016 to questions 
over their present and future engagement with Quakerism. The day was 
held alongside Meeting for Sufferings at Friends House on 3 December 
2016, and was attended by thirty-eight young Quakers and young adult 
friends aged fourteen to twenty-one. At the end of the morning session, 
participants were asked to think about barriers to their participation, 
opportunities for their engagement with Quakerism and changes that 
would help them to engage more. Participants wrote their responses on 
luggage labels, which they then hung on a display.

It was not always explicit whether a barrier, an opportunity, or a need 
for change was being described on a label. Further to this, for a number of 
the opportunity responses, it was unclear whether an example of current 
engagement was being given, or whether an opportunity for further 
development was being suggested. Subsequently I have had to make 
judgements about which grouping each response most likely fell into.

The conclusion of this report will consider how responses from the day 
relate to ongoing work around engaging young Quakers and to future 
opportunities.

Opportunities for engagement 

The most common response from people on the question of 
opportunities for engagement was events: seventeen of the twenty-nine 
responses referred to local and national events and gatherings. Many 
of these responses discussed youth events in general terms, and others 
named specific events [Junior Yearly Meeting (4), Senior Conference 
(3), Young People's Programme (1), Summer School (1), Young Friends 
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Holiday School (1), Junior Young Friends (1)] or used the Participation 
Day as an example (2). These events are significant, not only in terms 
of the number of references to them, but also in terms of their apparent 
value to young Quakers, in one case creating a “sense of belonging, my 
best friendships are made here”. One response referred to the opportunity 
to be on a team at a national event as a way of engaging with Quakerism.

Six responses out of the twenty-nine referred to friends and friendships, 
and a further four referred to meeting new people as means of engaging 
with Quakers, or as way to continue their engagement.

There were two references to events at local meetings, but not as to 
whether this was a space for opportunity, or whether events in place 
were proving a valuable means of engagement. A further two young 
people highlighted that their meetings were inclusive or welcoming, and 
one of these identified their meeting as a useful place for finding out 
news and about upcoming events. The opportunity to hear and discuss 
other viewpoints and beliefs, and to explore Quakerism, was felt to be a 
valuable means of engagement by several young Quakers.

In terms of clear statements on opportunities for further engagement, 
the following thoughts were expressed in individuals’ responses: “relate 
more with area meeting as well as local”, “more communication/events 
with Quaker adults”, “attending local meeting more regularly”, “an 
opportunity for me would be to find out even more about Quakers in my 
town, and attend more”, and “more all-age opportunities, please!”. 

Barriers to engagement

Of the thirty-two responses received on the issue of barriers to 
engagement with Quakerism, the most common theme was a lack of time 
for engagement due to other commitments and time constraints.  This 
was mentioned in more than a third of the responses (12).

A further significant barrier for young people appears to be a lack of 
young Quakers near them, both in terms of a lack of people their own age 
at meeting, and the physical distance from, and challenges maintaining 
contact with, other young Quakers. Also referencing age were responses 
addressing discrimination based on age, being included with the children 
at meeting, age restrictions on events, and age gaps in meetings, with one 
respondent stating, “I have never felt that connected to Quakers because 
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of the age gaps. I didn’t realise there were so many young people”. Seven 
responses referred to a lack of local young Quakers; altogether thirteen 
responses referred to issues around age as a factor to their engagement.

Another theme was that of people feeling uninformed and lacking 
knowledge of events and activities, with five people mentioning this. This 
included a lack of knowledge about youth events that are happening and 
also other events such as marches that Quakers were attending.

Five individual responses highlighted concerns such as: “being singled 
out”, fears over “not acting Quaker enough”, an impossible ideal Quaker 
standard, a fear of being judged, and being concerned about viewpoints 
not being shared by others or deemed correct. A further two responses 
highlighted the challenge of explaining Quakerism to others, and two 
more raised issues of a lack of faith or an uncertainty of personal belief. 
Two referred to money in general terms, and another mentioned their 
difficulty in obtaining a bursary for Irish JYM. One response highlighted 
a lack of diversity in Quakerism in terms of race class, and age, and felt 
that this was “the elephant in the room at most Quaker events”.

Exploring themes 

Although there is considerable variation in individual experience, 
recurring themes and issues can be drawn out from this feedback from 
young Quakers on the Participation Day. One of these is that many 
of these young people find both national and local events, primarily 
youth events, to be valuable sites of engagement with Quakerism.  These 
events are valued opportunities to meet new people, develop and build 
friendships and explore Quakerism and the viewpoints and beliefs 
of others. Whilst these events are of particular significance, a small 
number of others find that their local meeting provides opportunity for 
engagement, and a number more would value further engagement at a 
local level, as well as more all-age opportunities generally. 

These are positive areas of existing engagement, or areas that hold 
potential for further engagement, but there are also felt to be barriers to 
the engagement of young Quakers with their faith and with the church.

The predominant barrier to engagement is the lack of time to engage 
with Quakerism, due to other commitments in busy lives. Second to this 
is the lack of young Quakers in many localities, and the challenges of the 



March 2017

51

distance between young Quakers and their Quaker friends. Related to this 
are the challenges some have experienced of being a young Quaker in a 
local meeting: standing out, being treated as a child, feeling discriminated 
against due to age and finding the age gap between themselves and 
others at meeting a barrier. These challenges exist alongside issues raised 
in individual responses of feeling inadequate or unable to contribute 
in Quaker settings, uncertainty of personal belief and the struggle of 
communicating Quakerism to others.

Conclusion

Events including or specifically for young people at both national and 
local levels appear to be a way in which many young Quakers are best 
able to engage with Quakerism at present. This is really valuable feedback, 
as it underscores the positive work already being done by young people 
themselves, and by those who work or volunteer to support the running 
of events, and because engagement through these events demonstrates an 
enthusiasm for engaging with Quakerism that can be built on. Events like 
the Participation Day provide a platform for young Quakers to explore 
different ways to engage. 

Many of the opportunities and barriers identified in participants' 
responses from the day have been previously identified by young people 
in CYP Officer Lucy Sam’s 2016 survey of young Quakers and those 
working with them, which examined the support needed to develop 
opportunities for young Quakers at local and area meeting levels. The 
Engaging Young Adult Friends (EYAF) report highlighted similar themes 
around the engagement of young adult Quakers. The EYAF research 
has already led to the introduction of an Engaging Young Adult Friends 
Project Officer based in Quaker Life, who is devoted to supporting the 
engagement of young adult Quakers. It is hoped that Lucy's research 
will lead in the next year to a new initiative that will contribute to the 
development of work with young Quakers locally and regionally, in 
addition to the work already being done centrally and across the country. 

What was clear from a number of participant responses was young 
peoples’ interest in increased involvement at local meetings, at area 
meeting level, and at all-age events. This enthusiasm reflects the ambition 
in Our faith in the future that “Quaker communities are loving, inclusive 
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and all-age”, and is something that the Children and Young People’s work 
team at Friends House actively works to support. This support is available 
to meetings through resources and training around working with young 
people and children, and on connecting as an all-age community. For 
example, local and area meetings can request a facilitated session built 
around their needs, as was promoted to all meetings in February 2017.

Quaker communities can be sources of worship, support, learning, 
and news for Quakers of all ages. For this to be the case requires of all 
of us that we recognise the gifts we bring and that we use these, and the 
practical resources available to us, to support the growth and flourishing 
of communities that support the engagement of young Quakers and 
young adult Quakers both locally and nationally.

Jethro Jeorrett is the Children and Young People's Intern in Quaker Life. 
For details of events, resources, training and support from the Children and 
Young People’s work team visit <<https://www.quaker.org.uk/children-and-

young-people>> or email cypintern@quaker.org.uk.

Let stillness 
always be in your heart

Let stillness always be in your heart
This stilling of the outer
To taste the Joy within

For this Joy is constant
And the life within ever present

Amidst the changing scenes without

Seek the Joy of Stillness
And the deeper life to which it leads

This day and every day
Amen

Elizabeth Mills is a member of Bournemouth Coastal Area Meeting.


