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Dear Friends,

During our visit to California, we spent an afternoon in the park with an 
old friend and his sons.  As my friend was leaving, he introduced us to 
some Orthodox Jewish friends who lived in the neighbourhood, some 
boys a little older than Silas.  

The youngest boy, who was eight or nine, was a bit unsure about us at 
first and asked if we were Jewish. We responded that we are Quaker.  Our 
conversation went something like this:

'What's Quaker? Is it like being Jewish?'
'Well, not exactly. But there are similarities.'
'Like what?'
'Well, we are continually deepening our relationship with God, 
there's lots of questioning, and –'
'Do you have Shabbos?'
'No, for Quakers all days are sacred.'
'Do you keep kosher?'
'Um no, but we try to eat sustainably...' (I was starting to get worried 
at this point, having 'failed' on two counts... )
'Do you believe in God?  How many?'
'Yes!  We believe in one God and –' (I didn't even get to the 'we 
respond to that of God in everyone' bit!)
'What do you call him?'
'Well... God, the Divine, the Light, the Spirit, the Truth –'
' S'ok.  It's the same.  Let's play football.'

And so we played together until we had to go home for dinner!  
I was so touched by this boy's thoughtfulness and the effort he kept 

making to find common ground with us.  How 
do we welcome new visitors and attenders to our 
meeting?  How do we get to know people beyond 
our meeting? What do others find in us?  

In friendship,
Jennifer Mui, editor 
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Being a Quaker chaplain
Joannie Harrison

In April 2017, Friends gathered at Woodbrooke for the 
Quaker Life Representative Council to explore the 
theme "Helping Seekers Find Quakers – Being Worth 
The Finding!”  We know our Quaker message is still 
startling and powerful, that experientially we can know 
God directly in our lives.  How can we, as Friends, 
become a more visible presence where we live, learn 
and work? Joannie Harrison's talk on her work as a 
Quaker chaplain is shared here.

Alistair [Fuller] and Kevin [Redpath] have said that I'm the 'walk it as 
we talk it' slot. And I'm sure that as Quakers we all do walk the talk, or 
at least I hope we do. We may do it in different ways, and I'm here to 
share how I do it in a hospital setting. To give you some background: I 
have been a Quaker for over thirty years now, not always a comfortable 
journey - my faith challenges me - and I think it should.  And I've been a 
hospital chaplain at Peterborough City Hospital for just over five years.

Peterborough is a growing city with a diversity of faith communities. 
There is an obvious Christian background with a beautiful cathedral 
and churches of every denomination you can think of. There is also 
a large, established Muslim population, and thriving Sikh and Hindu 
communities. And in more recent times, many Eastern European people 
have settled in Peterborough. So the make-up of the people working in 
the hospital, and the people accessing the services offered there, reflect 
this diversity.

It's an exciting place to be in and to work in.  And, of course, it has its 
challenges.

Peterborough City Hospital was one of the hospitals financed by the 
PFI [private finance initiative]. It's a big hospital:  680 beds and over 
3000 staff. It's big, but not big enough. Much of the time we are on 'black 
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alert', which means we are full to capacity, waiting for beds to become 
free before new patients can be admitted. On the first of this month we 
amalgamated with Hinchingbrooke Hospital to become the North West 
Anglia NHS Foundation Trust, which in the long term will hopefully 
alleviate some of the pressures, and save money of course.  But at the 
present time the pressures of the change itself have created more issues 
for some staff to cope with. Staff are already working under pressure:  
they are multi-disciplinary teams, trying to meet set targets under the 
scrutiny of managers, the public and the less than sympathetic media.

As chaplain, I am employed to give pastoral, spiritual and religious 
support to anyone and everyone who enters the hospital, those of 
all faiths and those of none. Those terms – pastoral, spiritual and 
religious – can flow into each other, overlap and blend. And sometimes 
they substitute… I can perform a religious act for pastoral reasons. 
An example is baptising babies who haven't lived, or giving Holy 
Communion, both religious acts which I perform for pastoral reasons. 
Thankfully I don't have to do it on my own: I work as part of a team 
that includes a Methodist (our lead chaplain), two Anglicans, a Catholic 
and a Muslim. And me, of course, a Quaker. We all work part-time, but 
between us we give twenty-four-hours-a-day cover for 365 days of the 
year. We are also supported by some amazing volunteers.

The fact that there's a Quaker on that list is incredibly important to me. 
I truly believe that I, and Quakers in general, have something to offer to 
chaplaincy. I make the scope of chaplaincy broader, more inclusive.

Prior to working at Peterborough City Hospital, I had worked one day 
a week as a volunteer chaplain at a nearby mental health hospital, and the 
other chaplains there encouraged me to apply for my present position. It's 
a paid role: I went through a formal application and interview process, 
alongside Anglican and Methodist applicants. On the day, I was the only 
applicant not wearing a clerical collar, so the Trust wasn't specifically 
looking to appoint a Quaker – but that is what they did. I was the first 
non-ordained chaplain to be appointed by the Trust. The fact that I went 
through a formal interview process gives me confidence; it affirms and 
validates my presence in the team. And for me, it was the final part of a 
long discernment process. 

I turned up for my interview knowing all the boxes I could tick, all the 
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skills and experience I had to offer, and my rehearsed mental script and 
answers at the ready.  I was also aware that the other candidates would 
have things to offer that I couldn't. But in the few moments before I 
went in for the interview I centred down and connected to that place 
of stillness and I felt an overwhelming sense that all would be well. The 
bigger picture was safely in God's hands. With that I relaxed, I abandoned 
my rehearsed interview, and I talked openly and confidently about my 
beliefs, my values, my spirituality and my groundedness in Quakerism, 
and how these lend themselves to chaplaincy.

I left the hospital confident that I had done some good outreach, but I 
didn't think that I'd done enough to get the job. I thought that they would 
play it safe and appoint someone from a more mainstream church. But 
they appointed me, a Quaker, knowing exactly what they were getting. 
That's very affirming.

Of course, the interview was a trial run for what was to come. Because 
in Quaker chaplaincy there are no rehearsed answers: it is not a painting 
by numbers ministry. It is about being grounded in, and trusting in, the 
Spirit. It's about accessing the bigger picture in whatever way we can with 
whatever is at hand. It's also about being vulnerable, going into situations 
where you haven't got a ready answer, and being able to leave a situation 
with the feeling that you haven't been enough, sometimes.

But I am excited by the challenges I meet in the hospital, and the 
opportunities I am offered daily to grow in my Quakerism and the Spirit. 
Hospitals are thin places. The situations that I am called to are thin places. 
(In the Celtic tradition a thin place is a place where the barrier between 
those things which are seen, earthly things, and those which are unseen, 
heavenly, is so thin that God's presence can be felt.)

So what do I do? How do I do it? How do I walk the talk?
I searched for a quote that would give a feel, or an overall sense, of what 

I do, and I settled on these two. The first is from George Fox:

Be patterns, be examples in all countries, places, islands, nations 
wherever you come; that your carriage and life may preach 
among all sorts of people, and to them; then you will come to walk 
cheerfully over the world, answering that of God in everyone; 
whereby in them you may be a blessing, and make the witness of 
God in them to bless you.
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I've deliberately included the entire quote, which I'll come back to later.
The second quote is from Advices and Queries 28:  "Attend to what love 

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

And those quotes underpin all that I do in the hospital. There isn't 
a moment when I am in the hospital when I am not aware that I am 
representing Quakerism. I quickly lost count of the number of times 
people said to me, "I've never met a Quaker before," and some will never 
meet another.

Whether I am talking to patients, their families and loved ones, nursing 
and medical staff, managers, ambulance crew, office staff, cleaners, police 
officers in A&E, Care Quality Commission officers during inspections, I 
am a Quaker. It's not a role that I slip into when it suits me. It's not just a 
label I wear; it's who I am. I am grounded in my Quaker beliefs, and my 
belief that Quakerism lends itself to chaplaincy. Outreach just happens, it 
is an integral part of my chaplaincy role. I don't have to plan for it, it just 
happens.

My ministry is a ministry of not having answers. It's one of deep 
listening and spiritual discernment, being open to the promptings of love 
and truth, trusting that I will be guided and prompted. It's also a ministry 
of authenticity, of being real, of recognising what's there exactly as it is 
and not looking away or deflecting from it, but opening it up to greater 
possibilities. It is so tempting to tell people what they want to hear, to 
take their pain away, to make them feel better immediately. But Quaker 
chaplaincy is not about trying to put a spiritual sticking plaster over a 
gaping wound. It's a ministry of vulnerability, of waiting to be led, and 
sometimes it's a ministry of being broken and tender. It's a ministry that 
demands that you are grounded in your Quakerism, not precious about it.

As a hospital chaplain I am often called in times of crisis, when 
thresholds are encountered and sometimes crossed. Times of rites of 
passage. I said earlier that hospitals are thin places, and I try to open 
situations up to the bigger picture, which for me includes the recognition 
of the Mystery and the presence of the Holy. Quaker faith & practice says 
nothing about the spirituality of chaplaincy. It describes roles that people 
can hold, and how chaplains are appointed, but says nothing about what 
for me is the main role of a hospital chaplain, which is to connect with 
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others in order to give spiritual support in times of crisis.
Much of my work is in A&E, critical care, times when people have been 

given bad news, end of life scenarios and, sadly, in Maternity when babies 
have died. Times of emotional turmoil, times when the big questions 
come to the fore, the questions people have never had to ask before. The 
word chaplain means 'to share the cloak'. For me that's a powerful image. 
You can't share a cloak from a distance, you have to get close and connect. 
It implies an intimacy, a spiritual intimacy. Meeting in those things which 
are eternal.

As a Quaker I go into these situations with a mental blank sheet, feeling 
my way forward using a mixture of intuition, and deep listening, listening 
for the unsaid things. I want them to feel that they are in a safe place 
where they can acknowledge and absorb the reality of what has happened, 
and recognise their feelings and express them in whatever way they 
choose. I want them to know that they have been heard. I know that being 
heard is often the first step to healing, but healing can only take place if 
we start from a place of trust, not fear. Sometimes I am given words, but 
we all know that communication is so much more than words. Very often 
I come away from these situations and I can't remember what I've said… 
a bit like offering vocal ministry in Meeting for Worship. And silence is 
a powerful prayer and I'm holding these people in prayer throughout, in 
some form or other. When someone is facing death or the brutal reality 
of life, they speak their truth; there is no act put on, no protective persona 
put forward, no mask, no facade. Their usual social props and defenses 
are temporarily discarded. And it's important that I let go of what I think 
I know, leave my ego behind and discard my protective masks. I show 
myself to be vulnerable. It's not about me; it's about connecting with them 
and then opening the situations up to include the bigger picture, the holy, 
the mystery, God, whatever word we choose to use, and seeing where 
that takes us. It's about holding them in that place of precious habitation, 
as John Woolman describes prayer:  "I saw this habitation to be safe, to 
be inwardly quiet when there was great stirrings and commotions in the 
world." That's it, that's the cloak that I'm trying to share. And I know that 
that is what is possible for every encounter.

As Quakers we are good at these times; we don't have an official party 
line or creeds to define our words or actions. But we can take heed to the 



July 2017

7

promptings of love and truth and be guided by them, discerning the way 
forward to make space for God's healing presence. It doesn't have to be 
named or introduced, just felt and recognised. It's times like these that 
connections take place. It's times like these that we meet in those things 
which are eternal. And it's at times like these that shifts can take place and 
healing can begin.

It's also at times like these that I grow in the Spirit. Going back to the 
George Fox quote, 'whereby in them you may be a blessing, and make the 
witness of God in them to bless you': what drains me in my chaplaincy is 
what feeds me.

Going into the unknown, sometimes to the edge, and sometimes into 
the abyss with nothing to hold on to except your faith that somewhere, 
somehow, God is in this, is a challenging yet affirming experience. A 
former colleague (who wasn't Quaker, but was a deeply spiritual man) 
told me, ‘Your work will become your worship.’ And that is true for me.

My colleagues are also called to these situations, and they will 
have their own way of meeting each one. We sometimes share these 
experiences and differences of approach in group supervision sessions. It's 
probably at these times that the differences between our faith perspectives 
are most obvious, and when my outreach to the team is most vocal. We 
speak openly and all try to hear and learn from each other, but there 
are times when discussions become uncomfortable and things go quiet. 
When I was in the mental health team I was told by the lead chaplain that 
I was the 'chaplain to the chaplains', and I think I continue the role here. 
Perhaps it's a natural role for a Quaker, the peacemaker. But being the 
only Quaker in the team can be a lonely role.

I have found that gentle humour can be a very useful outreach tool 
when you know your audience. My Catholic colleague will sometimes 
tease me about being a Quanglican, because I am sometimes called 
to baptise babies close to death, or to give Communion, and I always 
answer that if that is so I must also be a Muslim, and a Sikh and an atheist 
because I have done funeral services for them all.  And of course I often 
remind him of that good Quaker, Mother Teresa, who always maintained 
that God spoke to us in the silence of the heart.

On another occasion my Methodist colleague brought in an article 
from a Methodist magazine entitled 'Quakers are an enabling people' 
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written by an eminent Friend. It was a well-written article, describing 
all sorts of good works carried out by Quakers, but not once did it 
mention God, nor did it mention the Spirit. So I probably went overboard 
explaining to my colleagues that we are not simply an enabling people, 
we are a spirit-led people with a prophetic voice. Quakerism is not simply 
about being good and nice! My colleagues tease me now whenever a 
patient tells them that they have been visited by a lady chaplain who was 
not a priest, but was very nice!

When I first started at the hospital the norm was for people to expect 
an ordained priest to be the chaplain, and people were surprised when 
I turned up (staff included), but more and more we are being called to 
give chaplaincy support without religious bias. Staff are more confident in 
asking specifically for a non-religious visit, to give pastoral and spiritual 
care for their patients. Quakers are in an ideal position to do this. As 
Quaker chaplains our colleagues need to have confidence in us, to trust us 
to do a good job, to be a valid and valued member of the team. We may 
not have the certainty of creeds to offer, but I truly believe that there is a 
place for a ministry of openness and vulnerability that enables people to 
find their own answers or understanding of that part of their journey that 
they are experiencing at that time. I believe Quakers do have that added 
value to give to any chaplaincy team. 

There are days when I leave the hospital and I don't know what I 
believe any more... my faith is sorely tested, and I am quite wrung out and 
exhausted. Empty.

And there are other days when I leave knowing that I have seen prayer 
made visible. I have experienced shifts taking place and the beginning 
of healing. I have sensed God's presence and know that I am not on my 
own, that the Holy is always present waiting to be realised.

I have spoken about the importance of being authentic, owning your 
own truth and finding your own words to express it, but I'm going to end 
with a quote, someone else's words. I'm in safe hands; it's from Rufus Jones.

Many times I have found my way home in the dark because my feet 
felt the road when my eyes could not see it. There is something in 
us deeper than hands and feet, that finds the way to the central 
Reality, and when we arrive we know it.

Joannie Harrison is a member of Cambridgeshire Area Meeting.
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My Spiritual Journey
Lydia Vulliamy

I was brought up by my grandparents, who went to 
church once every three or four years, and at school 
I got the usual meaningless prayers and hymns. As I 
was very short-sighted, I used to mess about and make 
faces at my friends during assembly, not realising that 
people could actually see me!

So at that stage I was thoroughly put off Christianity, and had no 
experience of any other religions. Some girls tried to convert me, and that 
had the opposite effect.

It was not until I married and was living in London in 1954 that my 
husband Eric and I came across Quakers, organising showings of peace 
films at Friends House. As we had just started the Nuclear Disarmament 
Newsreel Committee, which later became Concord Films, we were asked 
to help organise the viewing sessions, and supply some of the films. We 
were impressed that no one asked if we were members; they put us on 
committees and accepted us completely. 

One of the films shown was The Language of Faces, made by Quakers 
in 1962, of a silent vigil at The Pentagon. The description starts ‘We are 
setting a thousand fuses to the earth. What sort of values has a society 
which spends more on weapons of death than on starving children? ...By 
trying to live without pain we are no longer able to feel and live fully’. 

This was the sort of religion which really meant something to me; not 
just empty words, but eloquent actions. We became involved with the 
Committee of 100 and the Direct Action Committee against Nuclear War, 
where people like Damaris Parker-Rhodes were putting their beliefs into 
action, and were prepared to suffer the consequences. At this time we 
sometimes went to Muswell Hill Meeting, where we were welcomed.

Then we moved to Ipswich in 1965, and after a few visits to the 
Unitarian church, where we knew the minister, Nick Teape, through the 
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CND (my mother was the secretary of the Ipswich group), we found 
we preferred silent worship, and we started going to Ipswich Meeting 
regularly. At this time Brian and Maureen Phillips were the wardens, and 
they influenced us greatly by the way they lived their faith. They had very 
strict rules for themselves, including simplicity, integrity, peace, but they 
never seemed to be critical of other people who couldn’t quite live up to 
them. 

They introduced us to Esperanto, and being vegetarian and it was 
they who one day asked if we’d considered applying for membership; we 
hadn’t, never thinking that we were religious enough. So we applied at the 
same time, and had joint visits. 

Dorothy and Bill Strevens also had a great influence on us. Bill had 
been in Trinity House, but when during the war they were forced to have 
weapons on their boats he resigned. Dorothy was a remarkable woman, 
still teaching guitar lessons into her 90s.

So my journey has been influenced by a number of really special 
people, whose integrity and positive outlook have had a profound effect 
on me, and I think on Eric too. Not having any close family ourselves, we 
think of the Meeting as our family. We feel accepted and loved.

The gathered silence of the meeting goes beyond words.

Lydia Vulliamy is a member of Ipswich & Diss Area Meeting.

This article was first published in 'Getting to know you' in the Ipswich & 
Diss Area Meeting newsletter.
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Prisoner of conscience
1917-1919 Thomas Corder Catchpool

May God steady me and keep me
Faithful to the call that I have heard
Above the roar of guns, the inhumanity all can see,
To recruit to peace’s cause with gentle word.
 Write to me each fortnight
 In letters small and tight.
There are no enemies, only those whose faces hatred has blurred.

It is best, I think, you do not visit.
What with a hotel overnight and travel
It works out at eighteen shillings a minute!
Send books instead, so the mind does not unravel;
History and  grammar in German
 To study during the sermon. 
A visit’s simply an irritant, like a sandal with gravel.

I, too, am enlisted – not merely
For three years, or the duration of the war-
Under a Captain who calls for sacrifice clearly.
Allegiance to that voice in my heart is what I swore.
 I bow only to His name
 His orders I proclaim.
Conscience does not object or refuse – it is its own law.

Karima Brooke is a member of Oxford & Swindon Area Meeting.
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What Would I Have 
Done? 
Michael Mears

‘My dear mother and sister, I am 
now confined in a pit, ten feet deep, 
which started at the surface at three 
feet by two, and tapers off to two feet six inches by 
fifteen.  The bottom is full of water, and I have to stand 
on two strips of wood all day long just above the 
waterline. There is no room to walk about and sitting is 
impossible. The sun beats down and through the long 
day there are only the walls of clay to look at …’

A letter written from someone languishing in Guantanamo Bay?  Or 
in a cell in Saudi Arabia?  No.  This particular incarceration occurred 
at Cleethorpes on Humberside, one hundred years ago.  The victim 
was James Brightmore, a solicitor’s clerk from Manchester, and a 
conscientious objector. 

When I read this, and other accounts of brutality inflicted by the British 
Army on those young British men whose consciences would not permit 
them to take part in the First World War, I felt moved, as an actor and 
playwright, to tell their story in some shape or form. 

And with the hundred-year commemorations on the horizon, I felt in 
my heart that it was more important than ever to emphasise the bravery 
of those who resisted war, who refused to fight, and who were willing to 
endure all kinds of punishment and vilification in the cause of peace.

Thanks to the wonderful library at Friends House in London, and a 
number of excellent books on the subject, including David Boulton’s 
Objection Overruled, Jo Vellacott’s Bertrand Russell and The Pacifists, (now 
reprinted by Spokesman Books under the title Conscientious Objection), 
John W. Graham’s Conscription and Conscience, and more recently, Cyril 



July 2017

13

Pearce’s Comrades In Conscience, I was made aware of the extraordinary 
resistance that was put up to the introduction of military conscription, 
and the harsh challenges facing those men who refused to answer the 
summons to barracks. I learnt of the intricate network of helpers and 
supporters in places high and low, and the organisations that helped them 
in their struggle, preeminent amongst them, surely, the No Conscription 
Fellowship (N-CF), founded by Fenner Brockway in late 1914.  And I was 
filled with admiration for the tireless efforts of those supporters, one of 
whom was Bertrand Russell.

There are many other heroes and heroines who played their role in 
these epic events, too numerous to list here, but the remarkable Catherine 
Marshall must be mentioned, for her untiring, meticulous and ingenious 
work for the N-CF, and who became Russell’s prime associate in the 
organisation as the war progressed; and Clifford Allen, the agnostic 
socialist and quietly charismatic chairman of the N-CF, who Russell 
replaced when it became Allen’s turn to be arrested for refusing to report 
to barracks.  And, of course, the 16,000-plus Conscientious Objectors 
(COs), who endured endless indignities, contempt and harsh treatment at 
the hands of the military.

It is Clifford Allen’s vivid description of military conscription as this evil 
thing that I gave as the title to the play I subsequently wrote.

To read some of the accounts of COs being grilled and investigated by 
their Local Tribunals (once conscription had been brought in, in 1916), 
to assess whether their conscientious objection was genuine and whether 
therefore they might be exempted from military service, would provoke 
laughter and derision were the accounts not true.

An eighteen-year-old CO being denied exemption because he was 
considered too young to have a conscience; a declared atheist being told 
he couldn’t possibly have a conscience; a CO who was a piano tuner by 
trade being denied exemption because how could he know what use the 
pianos he tuned might be put to?  They might be used to play patriotic 
songs or military marches, so how could he possibly claim to be a 
conscientious objector?  And so it went on…

Arrests would then follow, being forcibly escorted to barracks, orders 
given to put on uniform, do drill, carry out other tasks, all of which, 
politely refused, would result in punishments, bread and water diets, 
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solitary confinement, or worse – like being housed in a ten foot deep pit, 
as James Brightmore was, on the pretext that no cell was available for him.  
Another CO, Jack Gray, was subjected to a regime of cruelty culminating 
in his having a rope tied round his stomach and being pushed into a pond 
eight or nine times, and dragged out each time by the rope.  The pond 
contained sewage.

At least the COs couldn’t face the ultimate threat – execution – as 
they were not in the war-zone, and therefore not deemed to be on active 
service.  Until, that is, the Army began sending them across to France, 
which meant they now found themselves in the most precarious situation:  
thiry-five COs in particular, who were hauled up before a Field General 
Court Martial – the maximum penalty, if found guilty, being death.

The thirty-five were indeed sentenced to death but thanks to the efforts 
of Marshall, Russell and others, had their sentences commuted to ten 
years' penal servitude in a civil prison back in England.  

When I was just fifteen years old, I wrote in white ink on my green 
school pencil-case, the words ‘WAR IS ILLOGICAL’.   A pacifist from 
an early age, despite first my grandfather, then my father, having fought 
in both world wars, I was mercilessly mocked by my fellow pupils for 
this statement of faith emblazoned on my pencil-case.  But I felt sure 
in every fibre of my being that I was right.  And it seems that decades 
before, some of the greatest thinkers of the age like Bertrand Russell (not 
that I’m comparing myself to him, you understand!), expressed the same 
sentiments in not dissimilar terms (but in articles and journals, not on 
pencil-cases). 

But now, in my fifties, while 
researching the conscientious 
objectors, my schoolboy pencil-
case lost in the mists of time, 
one question kept haunting me:  
how would I have responded if 
I’d been a young man in 1914?  
Would I have had the courage 
to endure the bullying, the 
abuse, the solitary confinement, 
the imprisonment in a ten-foot-deep pit, the very real threat of execution?  
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In many ways, the writing and 
performing of the play feels 
like a challenge to myself, and 
of course to those watching it – 
‘Well, what would I have done?  
What would you have done?’  I 
fervently hope that I would have 
had the courage to stand up for 
my peaceful beliefs – but the fact 

is that there’s no way of knowing, is there? 
I premiered This Evil Thing at the Edinburgh Festival last summer and 

the response was very moving, not least from the many Scottish Quakers 
who came to see it.

After the penultimate performance a rather elderly man came 
down and grabbed my hand, furiously shaking it, saying ‘That was 
tremendous…’ and I realised that this was former Labour deputy prime 
minister John Prescott—seventy-eight now and looking smaller and 
older than you might imagine. He confessed that he had thought being 
a conscientious objector was simply an intellectual struggle and that he’d 
had no idea of what they had been through until he saw my play; he was 
amazed to learn what they suffered. 

It has been my hope, and remains so, that in some small way 
performing my play helps to shine a little light and peace into the world 
– perhaps making some rethink entrenched beliefs about how nations 
should resolve their disputes – while giving strength and encouragement 
to others (and to myself every time I perform the piece) in our belief that 
war never has been and never can be a true and just solution to anything.

Michael Mears attends Wandsworth Local Meeting.

Details of the autumn tour this year of This Evil Thing, including visits to 
three Quaker schools in Yorkshire, can be found at 
<<http://michaelmears.org>>  or at <<http://www.facebook.com/
thisevilthing>>.

Photo credits:  Catherine Shakespeare-Lane, headshot
  Simon Richardson, production photos
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This Evil Thing
review by Mary Woodward

When the First World War broke out, 
army enlistment was voluntary.  As 
the war progressed, and the number 
of men killed escalated it became 
increasingly clear that conscription of some sort would 
have to be introduced. Many people were strongly 
in favour of it, but a significant number of men were 
prompted by their consciences to oppose being 
involved in any way in killing their fellow men.

Using the verbatim reports of conscientious objectors and the words of 
Bertrand Russell and others, Michael Mears has written a horrifying, 
clear account of the treatment meted out to people whose only crime 
was to say, “You can’t force a man to murder against his will!”  Opposing 
viewpoints are stated by those who consider the ‘conchies’ to be vile, 
unpatriotic, cowardly or just plain mad: and against this background we 
see the heroic struggle of men who refused to take part in any way in the 
‘war effort’, and in doing so refused to use violence in word or deed and 
the appalling, cruel and degrading treatment inflicted upon them.

Michael Mears’ one-man show brings to life a host of characters: the 
Prime Minister Herbert Asquith, the philosopher Bertrand Russell, 
Fenner Brockway and other founder members of the No-Conscription 
Fellowship – and people like Bert Brocklesby, a young teacher and 
Methodist lay preacher from Yorkshire, who suffer imprisonment, 
physical and mental abuse, and physical punishment – and still hold 
firmly to their beliefs that they will not take any part in the military 
machine.  We see the civilians and military personnel who make 
hideously clear their contempt and hatred for these “cowards”, their 
refusal to listen to any attempt to show the pointlessness of meeting 
violence with more violence, and the delight many of them take in 
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making the ‘conchies’ suffer as much as they can, even to the point of 
threatening to kill them.  

While the conscientious objectors are in Britain, they are not subject 
to military discipline – but by moving them to France, they come under 
its rule, and so can be court-martialled and shot for disobeying any order 
given to them: many of them are prepared to face losing their own lives 
rather than play any part in taking someone else’s.

Michael Mears is an ardent pacifist.  He is also an accomplished actor: 
with face, voice, gesture and a few simple props (hats, jackets, a pipe) he 
creates a staggering range of characters, bringing real people memorably 
to life, and asking us to consider what we might have done in their 
situation – it’s relatively easy to be a pacifist in the UK in 2016, but would 
we be prepared to die for our principles?

The audience were moved and challenged by this magnificent tour de 
force of acting.  I urge you to see it!

Mary Woodward is a member of South East Scotland Area Meeting.
This article first appeared in ScotsGay Fringe at <<http://sgfringe.com>> 
and The Northern Friend.

The Ice People
review by Valerie Caldwell
This was a very good read, imaginatively written.  Twenty-first century 
climate change rapidly brings us into another ice age and those who can 
are moving away from the Northern hemisphere in order to live, find 
food, etc.  A regime of segregation of men and women follows; there is 
no education, so language skills are fading. Without a home environment 
anymore, many of the younger people become feral, hunting in packs for 
food.  Few can read and write.  Saul can, and this protects him from the 
sudden disappearances of the elderly. In fact, the tale begins with Saul 
saying, "I am Saul, Teller of tales, keeper of Doves, Slayer of wolves."

The Ice People by Maggie Gee is published by Telegram Books. ISBN 
978-1846590382, £7.99.

Valerie Caldwell is a member of North East Thames Area Meeting.
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Epaphroditus returning to 
Philippi
A hard city: in Rome there's little peace one 

can be sure of. A restless Emperor
feasts on vanities, thrills to casual sacrifice;
crowds clamour for bloody circuses.

Paul's voice lives on in me:

Whatsoever things are true, are honest
– think on these things ... 

The prison facade swaggers pride 
but beneath all that bare cells
close on brutality. Paul endures, rates 
risk in the name of Christ a privilege.

Whatsoever things are just, are pure
– think on these things ... 

I conveyed my people’s blessing
to uphold him in his witness:
his guards, even, loiter at the door
held there by incredulity.

Whatsoever things are lovely,
      are of good report
– think on these things…
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Then fever withered me to a husk, 
launched my thoughts on a sea of sweat 
where I knew not where I was, yet
close to death, I sensed his urgent prayer. 

If there be any virtue, any praise
– think on these things ... 

A fragile reed bowed under the weight
of words inked onto papyrus.
Now, in trust, I bear his letter 
urging that love may overflow.

And the God of Peace shall be with you always with you... 

Have I become both messenger and message to a raging world?

Bob Ward is a member of Norfolk & Waveney Area Meeting.

This poem was first published in Given These Words to Say by Meniscus 
Publications.
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Blessed are the 
peacemakers
Tom Davis

The following is adapted from a 
sermon preached recently at the 
Presbyterian Church of the Covenant 
in Wilmington, Delaware USA.

"Happy are the peacemakers, for they shall be called children of God."
Matthew 5:9

I'm an interfaith peacemaker, commissioned as such in 2011 by our 
presbytery.  When I asked the Committee on Ministry to commission 
me they said, "What's an interfaith peacemaker?"  I told them I was 
feeling a call of the Holy Spirit to act as an ambassador to other nearby 
faith communities, to Muslims, and Jews, and Bahais, and Sikhs, and 
Buddhists, and so on. After hosting interfaith suppers when I was pastor 
of Hanover Church I felt called to make more interfaith friends, and 
work with them on projects to promote the common good.  After 9-11 
my sense of a call to interfaith peacemaking grew stronger, for I foresaw 
that some citizens would be afraid of Muslims. Love casts out fear, so I 
have made a special effort to make friends among Muslims.  My wife and 
I have become prayer partners with a young Muslim Turkish couple who 
are studying at the University of Delaware. We pray for each other daily, 
and meet for meals and sight-seeing.

Interfaith peacemaking is bearing good fruit in Delaware.  In March 
when the Jewish Community Center in Wilmington received bomb 
threats, a crowd of more than five hundred people rallied to show 
support, including Christians, Muslims, Sikhs, and Hindus.  And 
yesterday, when Muslims gathered at the State House in Dover to show 
their love for and allegiance to the United States, again there were many 
persons present from other traditions.

Jesus said, "Happy are the peacemakers, for they shall be called the 
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children of God."  Peacemaking isn't just about stopping wars once they 
start.  In a much broader sense peacemaking is about removing the social 
conditions that increase tensions that may eventually lead to violent 
conflict.  So, many kinds of justice work are forms of peacemaking, for 
instance, protecting our soil and water and air, and making good health 
care and affordable housing available to all, and preventing hunger.  
Because our society is so diverse in terms of religion – indeed, America is 
the most religiously diverse nation on earth – peacemaking is done best 
through interfaith cooperation. 

When people hear about IVW, the Interfaith Veterans' Workgroup 
which I convened in October of 2015, they often ask, "Why interfaith?" 
What's that got to do with helping veterans?  Friends, the wars in 
Afghanistan and Iraq and in many other hot spots have become holy 
wars, fuelled by perverse religious ideology.  If we are to care ably for the 
veterans returning from those wars, we must work together across faith 
lines. If we are to prevent plotters from using perverse religious ideology 
to recruit homegrown suicide bombers, we must work together, across 
faith lines.  And if we are to heal veterans from the soul-wounds which 
warring inflicts, we must do this together, because our veterans come 
from diverse faith traditions.

You may be curious why a pastor should be so interested in helping 
veterans.  Well, because I am one.  I became a pastor because I met Jesus 
when I was patrolling for Viet Cong in the Mekong Delta.  I had my belly 
full of warring, setting ambushes especially.  Those felt like murder. I 
prayed to Jesus for help, and his spirit filled me with joy and peace, and 
my fear of dying or being captured disappeared.  "Whether we live or 
whether we die," the Apostle Paul wrote, "we are in Christ."  That wasn't 
just something I read.  I experienced Christ with me, Christ in me.  So 
I wrote home that if I lived I wanted to study religion when I returned.  
That course saved me from a lot of suffering which many veterans 
endured coming home from Vietnam.

Now Americans find themselves in the longest series of military 
conflicts in our nation's history. Servicemen and women are serving 
multiple tours, some fighting house to house.  Our armed forces, until 
very recently, have not properly understood the need for re-training 
warriors for civilian life when they de-enlist. They have managed to 
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survive in hostile environments by quick and automatic responses that 
have been drilled into their bodies and brains.  A warrior doesn't become 
a peaceful civilian again by just signing some papers.  The adjustment 
requires a reverse training, a calming of the mind and body.  And, the 
transition calls for some kind of ritual, I believe, a rite of passage marking 
the warrior's homecoming.  Marching bands won't do. Such hoorah fails 
to recognize some warriors' lingering anguish. The communities to which 
they return must receive them back conscientiously, showing that they 
own what the warriors have done in their names.  

When Sioux warriors returned from warring they were not allowed to 
return immediately to their villages.  They had to stay apart for a while, 
because their spirits needed time to heal; and in the meanwhile the 
villagers felt it was not safe for them to return.  When the time of waiting 
was over, the warriors put rocks in backpacks and carried those into their 
village.  The villagers then took the rocks out of their packs and carried 
them into their own teepees.  By this ritual they showed that they owned 
the burdens the warriors were bringing home.  We need something like 
that for our returning veterans.  A spiritual rite of passage would help to 
relieve the burdens on their consciences, which are sometimes so heavy 
that veterans take their own lives.  About twenty veterans each day do 
that, driven in part by the unbearable symptoms of a nervous system 
ramped up for aggression, and a soul burdened by deeds which they 
think are so horrible that they can't be shared with loved ones.  People 
of faith, this must change! It isn't just our warriors who need re-training.  
We do too.

When I decided, with some Vietnam vet friends and some Quaker 
friends, to see what we could do to prevent veteran suicide I wasn't 
content just with raising public awareness about the twenty-a-day figure. 
Citizens are doing all kinds of things to wake people up to the problem, 
and that's good, of course.  Walk twenty miles to raise money for this 
or that agency.  Bicycle twenty miles.  Do twenty push-ups. It seems 
to me that the public is well aware of the problem now, but the suicide 
rate is holding, and it's getting even worse for women. I doubt we'll 
make progress until we understand better what causes veterans to be so 
depressed that they can't abide living anymore.  

There's quite a buzz on the Internet about PTSD symptoms:  



July 2017

23

hypervigilance, flashbacks, nightmares, anger, and more.  And there 
are many mind-body treatments being tried to reduce these symptoms, 
such as mindfulness meditation, yoga, Reiki, and healing touch. The 
term, "moral injury" though, is not as well known as PTSD, and this is 
unfortunate because moral injury, that wound to the conscience which I 
mentioned earlier, is very likely a chief factor in the high suicide rate of 
veterans.  

Dr. Nagy Youssef, a Christian psychiatrist in Georgia (USA), is 
researching how religious faith may help veterans get unburdened from 
the sack of rocks they carry home from war.  This makes sense, right?  
Think about our own faith, rich with conscience-healing practices of 
confession, prayer, and penance. We are still at the pioneering stage in 
PTSD research.  Nevertheless I think it's fair to say that communities of 
faith have a very important role in helping veterans come home to share 
their warrior wisdom.  I am partly convinced by my own experience that 
by doing so, veterans can take on with utter sincerity a new role: that of 
peacemaker.

Jesus said, "Happy are the peacemakers, for they shall be called children 
of God." What did Jesus pack into that phrase, children of God?  Jesus 
called God Abba, "Daddy."  What does it feel like to be a Daddy's child? 
I brought a yardstick.  I'm on the short side, five foot six, but many 
Americans are nearly twice as tall as this yardstick.  Can you remember 
when you were half your height, and you were holding the hand of a 
loving parent or caregiver.  You felt safe in that care, didn't you?  You 
felt loved, right?  Well, I think Jesus was appealing to this common 
experience.  He was indicating that when we become peacemakers we fall 
in step with God's walk, grasping the hand of someone much greater than 
us. And when we have hold of that hand, no matter what happens to us 
along the way, that caring hand won't let us go. And that makes us very 
happy indeed!

Tom Davis is a retired Presbyterian minister and attender 
of Wilmington Quaker Meeting in Delaware, USA.
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Circle
I rise in the stillness
of a summer morning;
already the twin yellow lilies
each hold a chalice of rain,
the purple-starred clematis
is praising the sky.

In the quiet of these moments
I am sorting laundry,
making breakfast –
it is these small, everyday tasks,
these small acts of loving
which turn our wheels.

Hymn
Anniversary –
I think of the nightingale 
who sang unannounced
at my wedding long ago;
perfect uninvited guest.

Denise Bennett attends Portsmouth Local Meeting.
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Spiritual direction
Maggie Jeays

It was in Woodbrooke library that the 
book leapt off the shelf in front of me: 
Spiritual Direction for all Christians by 
Gordon Jeff. I read it and was inspired 
to apply for a place on the course known as SPIDIR, 
which Jeff had devised to train spiritual directors for 
the Southwark Anglican diocese.  The courses began 
in 1984, and have trained many would-be directors, 
from various Christian denominations, mostly from the 
London area.

SPIDIR is an organisation which not only runs courses and organises 
days of instruction and worship, but keeps a list of spiritual directors to 
enable those seeking such help to find a suitable person in their area. At 
one AGM I came across several Quaker directors who had completed 
the course, mostly people that I had already met, not knowing that they 
had this skill. It seems that Quakers are uncomfortable with the idea of 
being 'directed', so, perhaps, it would be more helpful to call ourselves 
'spiritual companions'?  We do not tell people what to do, but we listen, 
and sometimes have ideas which may be helpful. Quite often people just 
want to talk about their spiritual life to someone who will listen non-
judgementally.

When I was led to Quakerism in 2001 I was at a loss to know to whom 
I could talk. I was not comfortable with the idea of approaching the 
Friends in my Meeting, lovely though they were.

It was not until I met people with the same problem at Woodbrooke 
that I felt able to talk freely about my spiritual life. The availability of 
spiritual direction courses is increasing, and most dioceses now run 
them. More and more Quakers are training as the need for spiritual 
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direction is becoming more evident. It is normal and healthy to seek 
spiritual direction in the second half of our lives, when we have more 
opportunity to develop, deepen and reach our potential as human beings, 
though this can happen at different stages in different people. There 
comes a time when we need to tell our stories and know that we have 
been heard:

At the heart of the ministry [of spiritual direction] is hospitality; it is 
the creation of a safe space where someone can enter and rest for a 
while… The willingness to be present and available for another is 
an immeasurable gift.

Seeing in the dark by Christopher Chapman.

I began the course in March 2015, travelling from Stafford to South 
London once a month to join  eight Anglicans, one Baptist and one 
Roman Catholic, along with three tutors, for a day's worship, instruction 
and discussion. I enjoyed the journey, the transition from my small, quiet 
village to the buzz of the capital, a time to prepare myself for the day 
ahead, and, later, the relief of travelling away from the noise of traffic, the 
throngs of people, back to the peaceful surroundings of my home.

The first three months were introductory: getting to know one another; 
the qualities of a good spiritual director; listening skills; fears and 
inadequacies; and in threes we practised what spiritual direction might be 
like, taking turns to be director, directee, and observer. Each month one 
of the tutors introduced and ended the day with worship. Thereafter we 
were asked to volunteer to organise this ourselves, each in our own way, 
so that there were various prayers and readings, music and hymns. When 
it was my turn it was, of course, silence, and many of the students were 
surprised that they could appreciate twenty minutes of quiet, and even 
asked for more! One day I introduced the silence with a short reading 
from Advices and Queries, and had requests for copies from several 
people.

Invited speakers led the sessions in the following months, their 
subjects ranged from the practical: Safeguarding; the differences between 
Counselling and Spiritual Direction; Myers-Briggs Personality types – 
to the inspirational: Art and Spirituality; Mindfulness and Meditation; 
Discernment. The speakers, too, were of various denominations, most 
were helpful, some were not, being very much directed towards the 
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Anglican Church. Each year there was a short residential at the diocesan 
retreat house in Surrey. I found these difficult, feeling very much an 
outsider in this community of, mostly, rather loud Anglicans. There was 
little time for reflection, and I remember how much I needed it.

When I set out on this course I thought that it would be helpful in the 
voluntary work I engage in at our local prison, and in the hospice, where 
I meet with people of various faiths and none, as well as in my role as 
elder, but mostly I had in mind my own spiritual development. I found, 
on the course, that it was so important not to assume that my experiences 
and opinions matched those of the other participants, a lesson I needed 
to learn over and over again. Peter Ball, in his book Anglican Spiritual 
Direction, says:

It is right that training courses should concentrate above all on 
helping their members to grow in Christ and to deepen their own 
spirituality in order to be more available to be used by the Holy 
Spirit in accompanying other people.

Often, when I have spent time at Woodbrooke, I have heard people say 
how they wish that the depth of conversation that they have experienced 
there could be replicated at their Local Meeting. I think that it would be 
difficult for this to happen regularly, when Meeting for Worship is usually 
just an hour in a busy week. To have a spiritual companion, or spiritual 
friend, with whom one can spend an hour or so, with the intention of 
exploring our spiritual lives, is, I believe, important for the spiritual 
health of us all.

Maggie Jeays is a member of Staffordshire Area Meeting.
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Interview with 
Paul Bertin
James McCarthy

Paul Bertin is a member of Kettering 
Meeting; he and his wife have 
attended for about eight years. 
Before his retirement Paul worked 
in business and in the public sector, 
latterly as chair of an NHS community 
and mental health trust employing 
some 3,500 people. I met Paul at 
Woodbrooke where I learned of 
his business and health sector career, including his 
commitment to run organisations on values of honesty 
and respect.

When you became a Quaker, did this affect how you ran your business?

It really made no difference to the way I ran the business. I have always 
worked to the same values, and whilst my resolve to stick to my values 
strengthened as I gained in experience, and, more latterly, when I became 
a Quaker, the fundamentals of how I did things and worked with people 
didn’t alter.  

How would you describe those fundamentals?

Always treat people with dignity and respect, listen to what they have to 
say, and try to arrive at a decision that all can support, even if they don’t 
fully agree with it. 

Be honest in all your dealings with people, whether they be customers, 
suppliers, employees or Government agencies. Sometimes this involves 
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telling people things that they would rather not hear but in the long run 
it is best for all concerned. It sometimes means the short-term loss of 
income or increased cost but again over time there is usually a benefit.  

Treat people with fairness, make reasonable adjustments to enable them 
to reach their full potential. In employment make it clear that everyone 
will have a valued contribution and an equitable opportunity to progress 
in the business. 

Can you give an example of how you put this into practice? Was it resisted 
or questioned in any way?

There are many examples but the underlying principle is treating people 
equally. When it became obvious that one of the factories in the group 
was going to have to close we produced a plan to:

1. Make sure that the rationale was clear and clearly explained to all 
staff. 
2. That we had a plan to run down production but meet all existing 
orders. 
3. Help customers to find new suppliers or alternative products. 
4. Work with staff to ensure that they stayed long enough to 
meet customer orders whilst retraining to take advantage of job 
opportunities in the area. This included help with writing CVs and 
letters of application as well as paying for the training needed. 

This programme ran for six months, during which we met all customer 
orders. We closed in an orderly fashion, with every member of staff, who 
wanted to, finding alternative employment and with no stock write-off.

 There were members of the holding company board, and local 
management, who felt that it would be better to just give notice and 
close and whilst they did support me in the end it was clear that the 
responsibility for delivery was mine.  

 This is just one example that “worked”; there are others where my 
insistence on treating people equally has not been supported and I have 
had to leave. However, over twenty-five years of working at Managing 
Director or Chair level there are far more examples of success. Resistance 
is usually overcome by demonstrating how these principles deliver better 
results over the long term. In the example above the outcome was an 
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enhanced reputation as an employer and supplier, which of course leads 
to higher profits, so everybody wins.  

Is this approach unusual in the world of business? And if so, why? 

I guess what is different is the fullness of the financial information shared 
with staff and the way that all levels of staff were treated the same. What 
I have observed elsewhere is that financial data is shared at senior level 
only, and that the level of assistance to find alternative employment 
again is limited to senior staff. In my experience this differentiation leads 
to suspicion and mistrust. The resultant lack of cooperation is usually 
detrimental to productivity and ability to meet customer needs, and 
ultimately profit.

I can't really answer why it is unusual, but I know that it was at the time. 
I brought in an interim factory manager (so as to release the current one 
to help transfer production to other factories) and he was surprised by 
the openness as it was new to him. I believe that one possible reason is the 
history of mistrust between management and "workers" where both sides 
have a distorted view of the other. i.e. management are looking to get as 
much as possible for as little as possible and the "workers" the reverse.

It doesn't always work. I have shared information and been honest and 
open with people and they have abused that trust. However on balance I 
have had more success than problems.    

For the last eight years of your career you worked for an NHS trust, first as 
non-executive director, then as chair. What prompted you to move out of the 
private sector, and what were the main differences working for a public body? 

This wasn’t a planned move. The business I was working in had expanded 
very successfully but this had involved long hours and a lot of travelling. 
The strategy (that I had been heavily involved in drawing up) now 
wished to continue that expansion into South America and the Far East, 
a process that would take around five years. I felt that I could not give 
the commitment to the shareholders that I would stay for that long so we 
discussed (very amicably) how we could make this work. We appointed 
someone to lead the process and I became a non-executive director of the 
holding company to support and guide.
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This gave me time to take on other non-executive roles, one of which 
was the one in the NHS.

The main difference between public and private sector is the amount 
of effort and time that has to go into changing anything. People are so 
cautious, which was not surprising as the NHS is still largely a “command 
and control” business with staff living within a blame culture. We had to 
change this.

It took four years to change the culture. Since I became Chair the 
Board has never had a vote. We work to achieve unity around a subject 
so that we are all signed up to it. We review situations to see why it is 
not working, looking for solutions and being prepared to take a chance 
that it may not work out as we hoped. The advantage of this is that if 
something is not working we can change it very quickly. In the previous 
way of working, if something was not working staff were fearful to bring 
it forward so would continue to try and make it work.

The second big difference is individual accountability. Decisions in 
the public sector are very often by committee, in the private sector by an 
individual. There are advantages in both but it is very difficult to move 
quickly in the public sector.  

You say it took four years to change the culture. What was it that told you it 
had changed?

The Trust is high performing. It has just got its CQC rating of “Good” 
overall with “Outstanding” for care. This is against a backdrop of a cost 
improvement programme that delivered another £8m of savings in the 
year to March 2017, whilst demand continues to rise.

Staff satisfaction surveys indicate that people like working for the Trust 
and whereas when I joined, staff identified with working for the NHS, 
they now say they work for NHFT, and are proud of the fact.

On things that are measured: staff absence and turnover are both down. 
Both of which save money but also gives stability to service delivery.

We introduced a measurement tool, similar to “TripAdvisor”, called “I 
want great care”; we have had over 60,000 reviews with an average score 
of 4.83 stars out of 5. Each team gets this feedback every week so that they 
know how they are doing in the clients' eyes. 
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We have an annual Quality event where teams who have done 
something extra special are recognised. It is a fun evening as well as 
promoting our values. 

Staff relationships are very good. When there is a need to enter staff 
into the disciplinary process, matters are usually resolved at the first level. 
In 2016 there were no final appeals by the union against the decisions 
made by management. That is not to say they didn’t challenge, but 
because information was shared and we spent time letting staff know 
what was happening they were content with the actions. Obviously this 
releases a significant amount of management time to spend on other 
matters. A virtuous circle.   

We became a living wage employer as defined by the Living Wage 
Foundation. This provided a large increase in pay for those at the bottom 
of the pay scales but they feel more part of the team and turnover is 
almost zero. It thus paid for itself.

We introduced a programme called “A healthy workplace”. This 
encourages staff to take more exercise, eat better, and gain a better work/
life balance. So we have yoga, mindfulness classes, competitions to see 
which team can walk the most steps over a month etc. Simple things 
like encouraging people to leave their desks and take a walk around the 
grounds. 

We set out to reduce our carbon footprint by 29% by 2020 (using 
2012 as a base). In the year 2015/16 it was down by 23%. A number of 
buildings have been fitted with LED lights, and we have four electric 
vehicles for everyone’s use. 

I mention these actions as they are all part of the Board showing its 
values and the way we expect staff to behave. We have had tremendous 
support to improve recycling, turning lights and equipment off when not 
in use, turning heating down and driving less or using the electric cars.

In summary it is for senior management to lead, to establish the culture 
and to be a pattern and example for others to follow.

Paul Bertin is a member of Northamptonshire Area Meeting. 

James McCarthy is a member of York Area Meeting and is a Kindler.
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‘An Exacting 
Mistress’
Antony Barlow

Extracts from Antony Barlow’s 
forthcoming book of his father, Ralph Barlow’s time in 
the Friends Ambulance Unit as Deputy Director and 
Head of the FAU Middle East Section in WW2.  

In the course of going through my father Ralph Barlow’s papers from 
his time in the Friends Ambulance Unit during the Second World War, 
I came across his own beginnings of a memoir, which used his accounts 
written for us children, the reports back to HQ and the letters home to 
my mother Joan. The following is a compilation in his own words of 
some of his experiences, which gives a flavour of the problems both of 
interacting with the military as well as retaining their own independence, 
of reacting with different cultures, of missing family and home and of 
the eternal struggles as to whether their principled stance was making a 
difference.

From a report to Gordon Square HQ

In June 1942 I went overseas in charge of a party of thirty members of 
the Friends Ambulance Unit, to join an existing party serving as drivers 
and orderlies with the eighth army in Egypt. Because of the dangers 
to shipping in the Mediterranean, we went round the Cape. I shall 
always look back on the days preceding my departure as among the 
most unpleasant that I have ever spent, and many people faced with the 
prospect of going overseas for an indefinite period must have felt the 
same. 

For a party of thirty odd Conscientious Objectors to live with the 
Army in such close contact for a period of five weeks is something of an 
experience, and is liable to be a great risk. But I was immensely impressed 
by the way in which Unit members fitted in and officers on board paid 
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a very well deserved tribute to their standard. Settling such a party in 
seemed a continual progression from one ship’s official to another in 
search of small decisions  or necessaries, and in the early days I seemed 
to spend my time wandering about the ship apparently with no results. 
Altogether it was quite a remarkable experience… 

From an account written for his children after the 
War

I do believe Christ meant pacifism and I cannot square war with his 
teaching. I find it too hard to break away from my traditional Quakerism. 
I cannot believe that so great an evil as war can bring lasting good. After 
a war, the world must be a worse place as the inhumanity and callousness 
of war grows. Yet I am often in doubt. Pacifism seems so illogical, so 
pitifully inadequate; so safe and privileged and protected. We pacifists 
can never share the full hardships and dangers of the forces. As an 
administrative officer, I was especially safe. On the other hand, I would 
not underestimate the hardship of travel, or the difficulties of the job, 
nor the sacrifice of separation from home. I remember only too well the 
difficulties and the periods of black depression. However, I think that the 
Unit did provide me with the right sort of wartime service…

Sunday, 28th June 1942

My dearest... We make steady progress through a calm sea – in fact we 
have not yet really experienced a heavy sea at all… It really is a very 
Sunday-ish day today. We have now  managed to get our own room for 
religious services and we had a devotional – all  denominations meeting – 
and then a Quaker section meeting after lunch…

I do strongly feel that there are basic beliefs we must try to hang on 
to and do our duty in our own particular place and time, and not worry 
overly much about what dangers may lie ahead. I always seem to feel 
better in myself after Meeting for worship, but I’m not sure I acquire any 
deeper understanding of the big issues or indeed feel I know any more 
about the problems of conscience with which we are faced. I was talking 
to a lieutenant in the ship’s lounge yesterday, who seems to know several 
people I know. He asked me if I ever felt out of place in these military 
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surroundings. “On the whole, I rather do,” I replied. “Perhaps, if I knew 
people a bit better, I should not, but at present I often do.” Then I added, 
“In fact I’ve really felt quite out of place ever since the war began and 
there are times,  I confess, when I get very tired of the ‘conchie’ badge and 
constantly being asked questions about it.” He seemed rather surprised.

Friday, July 6th 1942

My dearest Joan... I spoke to a group of troops today about the FAU. We 
were in a room right down on the lowest deck but one, which was so hot 
that just sitting or even standing still, we absolutely ran with sweat,. It was 
a short introductory talk, explaining how we were a pacifist organization, 
though I’m not sure whether they took much in. But all the same I can 
now claim to have spoken to the Army about the Friends Ambulance 
Unit!

I seem to spend most of my time asking people to do things for us. 
The cheek of the Unit is staggering – to travel on a troopship in the first 
place; to expect and get all the army resources of food and fruit etc; to get 
lecture rooms and desk space: in fact to expect to be treated as normal 
human beings instead of the outcasts we are! However, it seems to work, 
although I think it’s a bit worrying for the ship’s master! Actually the 
Captain has asked me to tell him about Quakerism this evening, so I have 
been re-reading my copy of Elizabeth Braithwaite Emmott this afternoon, 
which I am now so glad I brought with me.

From an account written for his children

I made two trips to Syria, and the things I remember most are the 
devotion and the hard work, the particular clinic centre of Tel Tamar, and 
the extraordinary beauty of the run by the coast from Haifa to Beirut. 
One autumn day I remember particularly, a cloudless, deep blue sky, a 
calm sea, grey hills, orange groves, rivers bordered with cypresses, stone 
walls and buildings bathed in rich, mellow autumn sunshine. Going 
round Beirut with Michael Rowntree was a remarkable experience too, as 
was an Arab meal taken with a Sheikh when we were visiting the clinic at 
Salamiah in Western Syria… 
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Thursday, 29th October 1942

Dearest Joan… We have been in this place for a day now. There is one 
FAU man, two AFS (Army Fire Service) men, a doctor and one Field 
Security man. They have a comfortable mess. The FS man is here all on 
his own, and his job is to keep a look out for German agents – a very 
lonely job I imagine. We went on to a Bedouin Clinic this morning. The 
tribe was moving East for the winter and in view of Mike Rowntree and 
myself being here, we were handsomely entertained. We arrived about 
11.00 in the morning, and were taken to the reception tent – very long 
and made of black material, open on one side. All round were other low, 
black tents, as well as large flocks of sheep and camels. The tribe was 
Oulad Bou Sbaa (Father of the Lions) and we were entertained by their 
chief, Sheik Rakaan. 

He was a fine-looking man, richly dressed, and with a fine manner. 
Carpets were laid for us, and cushions – from which I’m still scratching! 
We sat opposite each other and we talked through the doctor as an 
interpreter. He asked us about the war, and we talked uneasily and with 
some difficulty for quite a time. Meanwhile, at the far end of the tent, 
eight or ten other men were squatting. They all wore long garments, with 
sheepskin coats and headdresses, and all sported belts with cartridges and 
revolvers. Soon someone lit a dung fire in a hole in the middle, and boiled 
up a large pot of water, while another beat roasted coffee beans with a 
pestle in a copper bowl. Eventually, coffee was made and we were each 
allowed three sips from the same cup. 

Meanwhile, in another corner a goat had been killed. But gradually 
our conversation died, and we started shifting from foot to foot, and kept 
looking at our watches, fidgeting all the while. But it was no good, as we 
soon realised that time meant absolutely nothing to them, and that we 
were just stupid Westerners. There were some women taking down a tent 
and loading it onto the Sheik’s lorry, ready for their coming move up East. 

But still we waited. Then in yet another part of the tent, the doctor 
started to operate on one of the tribe who had a gangrenous hand. Still 
more time passed. Then at long last at about a quarter past two, a great 
plate appeared, piled high with rice and topped by portions of the slain 
goat. We were each given enormous sheets of Arab bread and we sat 
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round as best we could and began to eat with our right hands. The Sheik 
of course got on fine; but I managed to spill half of it on my knees and 
down my chin, with my hand getting ever messier and messier, as I 
scooped up the rice. All our left over gnawed bones went back into the 
dish and eventually as we got up, some Negroes, who appeared to be 
servants, came over and poured water over our hands. The plate was 
passed over to the retainers, who had all sat close round, like vultures, 
and in no time at all, reduced it to a pile of clean bones. At long last the 
end came and through our interpreter we made solemn speeches of 
thanks, and the Sheikh pledged us the friendship of all Arab peoples, 
and hoped earnestly for an Allied victory…It was quite an occasion, and 
absolutely the real thing - not bogus or tourist in any way, and certainly 
one I can dine out on for the rest of my life! But once, I suspect, is 
enough!

From ‘Afterthoughts’, written for the children

Looking at the work of the Unit in different parts of the world, it is 
extraordinary how in nearly every case, it has developed on different 
lines and yet, although in many cases we must have been within an ace 
of failure, it is noteworthy that any group of Unit members set down 
at a given place have, on the whole, done a good job, and it is no small 
achievement that a comparatively small group of young men should 
have established the work they did in centres as widely separated 
as Whitechapel, Rome, Cairo, Beirut, Addis Ababa, Calcutta and 
Chungking. I know too that the success of the Unit, such as it is, is very 
much the success of the whole body of members and not of any few 
individuals.

In certain detailed matters, too, the Unit has acquired a certain amount 
of experience, about working overseas, for instance, and experience of 
individual countries; of clinic work in Syria and Ethiopia, famine relief 
in India, transport in China; and I think we should try to see all this 
work against the pattern of the present-day world rather than as a lot of 
piecemeal pieces of work.

I expect that we all have our own personal feelings towards the Unit. 
There has been much depression, much frustration, very much anxiety 
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and worry and much disappointment, but my debt to the Unit is very 
great. It has been in many ways an exacting mistress, and those of us who 
are married must have much sympathy for our wives, but, though the war 
and the Unit have taken much away from us, there are, I think, certain 
things that we can be grateful for. It has brought us experiences which we 
should not otherwise have had, and if we think of the work that many of 
us might have been doing as COs, but for the Unit, we must be grateful 
for the experience that it has brought us; of administering a body such as 
the Unit, of seeing conditions of work in different parts of the world, and 
perhaps, above all, we must be grateful for the experience of meeting all 
sorts of different people in the Unit and for the friendships we have made. 
In considering the future, I think we should think not so much what the 
Unit will do, but what we ourselves are able to make of the experience 
which it has brought us and how, with what we have learned in the Unit, 
we can conduct ourselves in the years to come.

Antony Barlow is a member of South London Area meeting.

Photo: Antony's father Ralph on home leave in 1942 in FAU uniform, with 
one-year-old Antony and his mother Joan, and brother David.
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Sweet Peas
Heather NicMillan

'To see a world in a grain of sand 

And heaven in a wildflower, 

Hold infinity in the palm of your hand 

And eternity in an hour.'

  from 'Auguries of Innocence' by William Blake (1803).

The opportunity to join a local flower-arranging group 
on a visit to a stately home in a neighbouring county, 
where a celebrated floral artist was giving an exhibition 
of his craft, seemed initially to offer the possibility of 
further progress on a project evaluating the therapeutic 
value of handling live plant material for people with 
advanced, life-threatening illness or who needed to 
reconnect with the natural world after a traumatic 
experience. 

As soon as I stepped over the threshold of this noble pile, however, I 
realised my mistake. With very few exceptions, the style of the displays 
was what I would characterise as monumental: glorious, single-stemmed, 
exhibition blooms in arrangements more suited to dressing cathedral 
candlesticks, intricately carved pulpits or as summer filling for marble 
fireplaces in just such a venue as we were passing through. To the other 
members of the group, they were clearly inspirational and the subject of 
repeated pauses for photographs and detailed analysis. It was a hot day, 
the crowd pressed ever more closely and I began to find the whole setting 
– the people, the massed flowers against tapestried and frescoed walls, the 
large mirrors and the gilding of what seemed like every available surface 
– increasingly oppressive. 
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Just as the longing to escape into the free air and breathe more easily 
felt almost impossible to suppress, we came to the dining room with its 
long oak table. The backdrop was the same but against every silvered 
place setting was a small, fluted vase containing an unadorned posy of 
sweet peas in shades of red, dark blue, deep purple and magenta. The 
scent was heavenly. 

Sweet peas became almost my 'signature flowers' last summer. For 
several years, I have bought plants from a local Scout group – part of 
their fund-raising initiative – and tried them out in a variety of pots and 
containers in various locations around my small garden, hitherto, without 
success. Last year, however, a dozen or so brave stems did manage to 
struggle through and, seemingly against all the odds, succeeded in 
blooming. I was thrilled and took to picking a few stems and placing 
them in a small, plain vase at my 'pause point' – the place in my house 
that I reserve for pausing my day to concentrate for five minutes or so 
on whatever comes to hand. I learnt to appreciate the fine veining of the 
flowers, the subtle gradations of colour in the individual blooms, the 
natural harmonisation of shades in their blending together. 

A simple bunch of sweet peas graced the table in the upper room of 
Disley Friends Meeting House when a group of us gathered for a short 
meeting for worship at the close of the Quiet Garden Movement Day. 
(No fluted vase here: a small jam-jar had been pressed into service.) 
Contemplating them in the silence, my mind went back to the stately 
home, the dining room, the dark, red walls, the gilding, the glittering 
wine glasses and the shining silvered place settings and, ranged against all 
this, the simple elegance and simplicity of the little posies.

Consider the lilies of the field, how they grow; they toil not, neither 
do they labour. And yet I say unto you, that even Solomon in all his 
glory was not arrayed like one of these. (Matthew 6:28-29)

Heather NicMillan is a Free Quaker and lives just 
outside Warrington, in North Cheshire.
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Forced Migration
Robert Parkes

In February I attended a conference ‘Forced Migration:
how can Quakers respond’ at Woodbrooke, which was 
hosted by the Quaker Asylum and Refugee
Network (QARN), the Quaker Council on European 
Affairs, Quaker United Nations Office, and Quaker 
Peace and Social Witness.

The conference saw the premier of a new powerful play by the 
Journeymen Theatre called "The Bundle".  Commissioned by QARN it is 
based closely on the story of a real woman, Adilah, and her three young 
children, and her journey from domestic persecution and denial of 
human rights, including abduction into a forced marriage and subjection 
to a life of servitude. Adilah takes the ultimate risk in plotting her escape 
to the UK.  Here she finds a home but it is not a happy-ever-after: she also 
encounters the Home Office’s ‘hostile environment’ for asylum seekers 
and refugees, promulgated by the then Home Secretary, Theresa May.

The play does not shrink from portraying characters, ordinary English 
people, who are unsympathetic to the plight of refugees.  In one scene a 
man is visiting the doctor. He complains of overwhelming  symptoms. 
"It's the bile, doctor, the bile, the bitter bile rising up in me. It's consuming 
me up". The doctor asks what could be causing this. "It's them doctor. All 
of them 'forinners' (for he has a Black Country dialect). They're filling up 
the waiting room. There's no space left. They're tekkin' over the place".  
This is a funny but also  disturbing scene, tragic as well as comic.  In 
discussion with the audience afterwards, the players explained the man is 
hurting—it's a cry for help.

This prompted some discussion about how immigration affects the 
existing population. Many people see forced migration as one of the great 
humanitarian crises of our time. It has been taken up by this Meeting 
as a Quaker concern and Friends locally are working with others to 
extend the hand of welcome. But not everyone sees it like this. This 
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led to a session on how we should respond to those who, like the man 
visiting the doctor, are not sympathetic. Some of us talked about how we 
might initiate difficult conversations with those who are hurting, feel left 
behind, and overwhelmed; and whether we were equipped to do so. The 
players, for example, saw the need to perform the play in front of difficult, 
challenging audiences, but acknowledged it was no easy feat to take it 
beyond the "Quaker bubble".

There were, I regret, no ready-made solutions I can report on. On a 
positive note, I can report that the event was an important milestone in 
the development of a spirit-led position of Quakers in Britain, that will be 
considered by our Yearly Meeting in August. Meanwhile, what could we 
do locally? Would we wish to invite the Journeyman Theatre to perform 
this play? How could we take it to a wider audience?

We were reminded of Quakers' Advices & Queries 33 and 32 and 
perhaps that is the point to conclude this report:

Are you alert to practices here and throughout the world which 
discriminate against people on the basis of who or what they are or 
because of their beliefs? Bear witness to the humanity of all people, 
including those who break society’s conventions or its laws. Try 
to discern new growing points in social and economic life. Seek to 
understand the causes of injustice, social unrest and fear. Are you 
working to bring about a just and compassionate society which 
allows everyone to develop their capacities and fosters the desire 
to serve?

Bring into God’s light those emotions, attitudes and prejudices in 
yourself which lie at the root of destructive conflict, acknowledging your 
need for forgiveness and grace. In what ways are you involved in the work 
of reconciliation between individuals, groups and nations?

Robert Parkes is a member of Southern East Anglia Area Meeting.

This article was first published in the Southern East Anglia Area Quaker 
Meeting newsletter.
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Modern Slavery, Human 
Trafficking and Quakers
Paul Gibson

Recently, I attended the launch of a new charity 
in London, the Penningtons Manches Charitable 
Foundation.  Penningtons Manches are a law firm, who 
have set up their own in-house charity, which has a 
focus on modern slavery and human trafficking.

There are tens of thousands of victims of modern slavery and human 
trafficking in this country. Many are 'hidden in plain sight'; victims can 
be found on building sites and farms, in car washes, nail bars, factories 
and private homes, working for little or no pay and often held in squalid 
conditions against their will.  In many cases, the victims were lured to this 
country by traffickers, with offers of well-paid work in industries such as 
hospitality.  When the victims reached this country, the traffickers would 
take away their passports and their freedom, for a life of hardship and 
exploitation. 

There are other forms of modern slavery, such as children working in 
factories in the developing world to produce clothes, electrical goods, 
carpets and so on.  How can we be sure that no children or vulnerable 
people were exploited in the manufacture of our new smartphone or 
tablet?

One of the speakers at the launch referred to the work of William 
Wilberforce, who led the Parliamentary campaign against the British 
slave trade, leading to the abolition of slavery under the Slave Trade 
Act of 1807.  I am reminded of the vital role that Quakers played in the 
abolition movement. Yearly Meeting in London in 1727 minuted:  

It is the sense of this meeting, that the importing of negroes from 
their native country and relations by Friends, is not a commendable 
nor allowed practice, and is therefore censured by this meeting. 

Quaker faith & practice 23.24.
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The word 'censure' was carefully chosen.  Any Quaker, on either 
side of the Atlantic, who held slaves after 1761 would be disowned by 
Yearly Meeting.  By 1772, the Yearly Meeting's concern had extended 
to condemn the holding of slaves by anyone, describing the trafficking 
of people as 'so unmerciful and unjust in its nature to a part of our own 
species made equally with ourselves for immortality....' Qf&p 23.25.

A key time for the abolition movement came in 1783, when a group of 
nine Quakers came together to form a Committee: John Barton, William 
Dillwyn, George Harrison, Samuel Hoare Jnr, Joseph Hooper, John Lloyd, 
Joseph Woods Snr, James Phillips and Richard Phillips.  Quakers were 
barred from standing for election to Parliament. The Committee knew 
that it needed Anglican members to strengthen its influence, so three 
Anglicans joined the Committee, Granville Sharp, Thomas Clarkson and 
Philip Swanson, making a total of twelve members in all.

The Quakers at that time faced struggles for their own rights and 
religious freedoms.  They had built up a knowledge of organisational and 
campaigning skills.  They understood the importance of careful record-
keeping and communicating through sharing minutes.  Also, the network 
of Local Meetings across the country brought local contacts and support 
to help the Committee with its work.

The Committee faced powerful opposition from those who profited 
from the slave trade.  The abolition movement gave a voice to 
ordinary people, who were angry about the treatment of slaves.  The 
Committee was ahead of its time and developed many of the ground 
roots campaigning tactics which we are familiar with today.  From 
1789, Wilberforce regularly introduced bills in Parliament to ban the 
slave trade.  He rose above party politics to gain support from many in 
Parliament.  The law to abolish the slave trade was finally passed in 1807.

At that time, women did not have the vote and played little part in 
the formal political process.  However, women did play an important 
part in the abolition movement.  Lady Margaret Middleton persuaded 
Wilberforce to take up the cause in Parliament, although she wasn't 
able to take an active part herself.  Two Quaker women stand out 
for me.  Elizabeth Heyrick was a social reformer and activist.  She 
criticised the mainstream anti-slavery group for being slow, cautious 
and accommodating.  Anne Knight formed the Chelmsford Female 
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Anti-Slavery Society to allow women to work collectively as well as 
individually.

The women were often more radical than the men.  Many women called 
for a boycott of sugar from the West Indies, produced by slaves. These 
women wrote leaflets about the boycott and distributed these door-to-
door, lobbying as they went.  By 1792, 400,000 people were buying sugar 
from the East Indies and India, produced by free labour.  Some accounts 
of the abolition write as if the process was neat, tidy and efficient.  I prefer 
to see the process as unruly, disruptive and chaotic and, as a result, more 
difficult for the supporters of slavery to resist.

As I sat at the launch event of the new charity, I wondered what the 
abolitionists would make of our modern world.  I feel they would be 
disappointed that their work is not over, people are still trafficked and 
enslaved today.  Perhaps their legacy to us is a reminder that slavery, like 
war, begins in the minds of people, who wish to treat other groups of 
people as subservient and disposable.  Each generation needs to do all it 
can to face down the proponents of slavery, as best we can, with humility, 
grace and love.

Paul Gibson is a member of West Sussex Area Meeting.

This article was first published in 'The Meeting', the Littlehampton 
Quaker Meeting monthly newsletter.
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Lines composed while 
looking for the Sellotape
Heather Trickey

Tug hard at the missing handle!
Upend the bottomless drawer!
It’s time to play bingo
In Somewhere Here limbo
With amputee prisoners of war:
A bottle no lid, a pack with no ace,
A pen with no nib, a snapped dental brace,
A woggle-less necktie, a key to old locks,
A hook with no eye, three mismatched socks,
A legal wrangle, a note I daren’t send,
A wickless candle – held – for forfeited friends,
A spoiled vote, inconceivable art,
A hokey-no-cokey, an ill-timed fart,
A task past its deadline, a wayward dove,
A joke with no punchline, a big red bucket of unrequited love,
A pre-prodigal son, a forgivable sin,
No butter – but guns ... and the state that we’re in,
A cabal and no contest, a paper no news,
A murder no protest, an inescapable web of infinitely flexible truths …
And here, at the base of this teetering heap,
Is half-a-blasted-mind to garner and sweep
Our superfluous wreckage, recklessly chuck
The cracked rubble stack of it up, up, UP …
Old solder won’t hold us, I’m all out of string –
If control is our goal, there’s no way we can win.

Heather Trickey attends Penarth Local Meeting.
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Light retreat
Hazel Jones

Experiment with Light: 
Deepening the Practice was held 
in Cumbria from 4-7 July 2013 at Swarthmoor Hall, 
the home of Judge Fell and his wife Margaret, and 
later the home Margaret Fell shared with George Fox 
after their marriage in 1669.  This is a perfect place 
for a Quaker retreat, and the weather was perfect too.  
We had time to walk in the sunshine in the gardens, 
across the fields, through the woods, and down to the 
nearby Swarthmoor Friends Meeting House donated to 
Friends by George Fox.

I had three objectives in mind when I first booked for this retreat.  The 
first was to deepen my own personal spiritual life.  The second was to 
strengthen my beliefs to a point where I could be a confident Quaker 
voice as a member of the local hospice chaplaincy team.  I feel I have 
made progress on both of these objectives.  

The third objective was to see if the meditation could be used in Area 
Meeting as a starting point for the discernment process it will engage 
in soon.  However, I now feel that the Experiment can only be useful 
when everyone present is willing to be open to the Light in this way - my 
experience in our Area Meeting is that we have some way to go before 
we can say that.  The practice might even alienate the unwilling so 
would not make a good starting point for what will already be a difficult 
discernment process.   

Two out of three is not bad!  No doubt the third will come in time but 
will need a lot more thought and careful preparation.  That was not what 
this retreat was all about.

Here at Swarthmoor we had the immense gift of time and space to 
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deepen our experience of 
the Light.  We also had a 
gathered group.  Eleven people 
sharing friendship over a 
long weekend – not only 
deep, gathered meetings for 
worship, for sharing and for 
meditation, but also the buzz 
of conversation at mealtimes, 

long walks for some, trips into town for others.
In most cases we were meeting for the first time, we were strangers, 

but that didn’t matter in the slightest.  We were held together by the thin 
place we were in, and by the team leading the retreat.  It was reassuring 
to have the experience and expertise of the two facilitators, Helen and 
Andrea, and to have Brenda working quietly in the background as their 
accompanying Friend (acting as elder). 

In epilogue one evening I was struck by the name James Nayler – had 
he visited the Hall?  I felt sure he had.  On returning home, I consulted 
the poem written by Dorothy Nimmo ‘A Testimony to the Grace of God 
as shown in the Life of James Nayler 1618-1660’ and sure enough he was 
there, at Swarthmoor Hall, in 1652:

 ... George Fox says
Christ saith this and the Apostles say that But what canst thou say? 
James says nothing. 
Richard Farnsworth says nothing. 
But they were both there that summer Though when the story is told 

and re-told (Margaret the Mother in Israel, 
George her dear father in the Lord, Swarthmoor the Birthplace of 

Quakerism) James and Richard are indistinct 

Dark blotches in the shadow of a rock.

This weekend has brought me closer to early Friends and the practice 
they were using every day to deepen their experience of the Light, and it 
has shown me new paths opening up ahead in my own spiritual journey 
and in daily life.   

On the first night we were introduced to each other and then to the 
simple printing technique we would use at times during the silence. 
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The next two days were filled with 
unhurried meditations on four steps: 
Minding the Light, Opening our Hearts 
to the Truth, Waiting in the Light and 
Submitting to the Light (MOWS for 
short).  The meditations were a plenary 
activity, each one followed by a period 
of silence alone.  We then came together 
again to print images in silence, a short 
period of showing and sharing in small 
groups, with a final coming together 
again to share as a large group.  Each 
step was given half a day – the time and space I had been longing for.   

The final morning started with a complete six-step Experiment with 
Light meditation, more printing, showing and sharing before an exciting 
exhibition of all our printing efforts, with everyone sharing the path they 
had travelled.   

My deepest personal experience of the weekend was a fearful 
revelation, which came to me during the first meditation on Friday 
morning.  A continuing challenge for the rest of the weekend.   On arrival 
at Swarthmoor, I was happy with my understanding of God as a creative 
energy pervading everything and everyone.  I was not happy with the 
human fabrication of a loving God but had satisfactorily (I thought) 
moved on from that concept several years ago.  I wasn’t sure if I was a 
non-theist or if I merely rejected the God language as unhelpful to me.  
The first step of minding the Light included the prompt “Your teacher 
is within”.  I had never given this phrase more than a passing nod in the 
past. Of course your teacher is within.   

But on the morning of Friday 5 July, in the Light, I realised that 
creative energy and teacher were not necessarily one and the same thing.  
‘Teacher’ implied something more and the words ‘loving God’ kept 
coming to me.  Then the awful realisation came – I could not accept the 
words ‘loving God’ because I find love a very difficult concept.  I see it 
as a negative, human emotion – cruel, selfish, demanding, destructive, 
distressing, disappointing, disillusioning, etc... Can I overcome this 
stumbling block?  My printing illustrated the very muddy perception of 
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energy particles I had started with, and alongside this the beginnings of a 
fairly shapeless, lighter, brighter impression.   

By Friday evening, as I tried to open my heart to the Truth, “I saw also 
that there was an ocean of darkness and death, but an infinite ocean of 
light and love, which flowed over the ocean of darkness.”  The first print 
of this image was right way up, then on the same page it was printed 
upside down and sideways to completely fill the page.  This fairly well 
represented the churning turmoil inside me.

In the morning session on Saturday I felt lost and disoriented, still 
struggling with the idea of a loving God but unable to return to the rather 
cold vision of a creative energy force.  I found myself thinking back to 
a Yearly Meeting some years ago when a Jamaican Friend had stood up 
and ministered in the form of singing.  The sound was pure as a bell and 
healing through and through.  How I longed silently, deep within, for that 
to happen here – but how could it? 

Then, amazingly, in the evening plenary sharing, our Friend Helen 
Gould stood and sang part of Advices & Queries 8 – “We seek a gathered 
stillness in our meetings for worship so that all may feel the power of 
God’s love drawing us together and leading us.”  She sang this phrase 
several times followed by the words “and that is our communion.”  I could 
scarce believe it.  My prayer had been answered.   

Not only that, but I have been struggling in my work as a Volunteer 
Chaplain because I cannot offer communion to the patients and cannot 
join the other Chaplains when they celebrate communion.  It doesn’t 
seem to matter any more.  The gathered stillness is enough.  Thank you, 
Helen. 

Saturday’s meditations brought some calm, reflected in the greens and 
yellows of the printing. Was love such a frightening thing – really?  I 
could visualise it in the form of hands of friendship pointing up and out 
to the infinite, all of us looking after each other and the universe.  Or so 
the printing seemed to be saying.  Still I shy away from the word ‘love’. 

And Sunday morning’s full meditation was all about being at one with 
nature – the flowers in the print were preceded by buds and followed by 
fruit.  Except that, turning the printing tile over and pressing it on to the 
paper had of course had the effect of reversing the order – left became 
right and right became left.  My printed view of the natural world had 
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started with the fruit, moved on through leaves and flowers, culminating 
in buds.  But it was a calm and comparatively uneventful session.  As we 
were told, though, “even when nothing happens, something happens.”

Two weeks later, in my local Light group, I found the answer – my 
loving God is the Light.  It teaches, educates, enlightens, gives life, energy 
and growth, nurtures, nourishes.  And especially it warms.  It warms 
the body and the soul, the heart and the mind.  These are some of the 
facets of what some people call a loving God, which I call the Light.  
My Experiment with Light at Swarthmoor Hall is an experience I will 
treasure and look back on often.

Hazel Jones is a member of Southern East Anglia Area Meeting.

1. This article was first published in the Experiment with Light Journal 
(No. 22), which can be found at << http://experiment-with-light.org.
uk/ewlnl08.pdf >> and again in the Spring 2017 special edition of the 
Experiment with Light Journal on the retreat experience, which can be 
found at <<http://experiment-with-light.org.uk/ewlnlret.pdf>>.
2. The extract of Dorothy Nimmo's poem 'A testimony to the Grace of 
God in the Life of James Nayler 1618-1660' appears by kind permission of 
Sessions Book Trust.
3. Photo credits:  Mary Swale, Stephen Joseph and Helen Meads.
4. Image on opposite page: Collage of all retreat participants' work by 
Andrea Freeman.


