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What Canst Thou Say?

The Onset of Quaking

Late in March of 1998, I was sitting 
in meeting for worship at Friendship 

Friends Meeting.  The meeting had been 
going about 40 minutes when I began to 
quake.  I was aware of a spoken message 
forming, which is somewhat unusual for me, 
as I most often sing in meeting for worship.  
I went through my normal process of test-
ing the leading and trying to discern if the 
message was just for me, or was one that I 
was to share.  I felt clear, stood and spoke, 
then sat down. 

The difference from my sung messages, 
my previous messages, my usual messages, 
and my usual experiences was that I contin-
ued to quake. This quaking continued even 
after meeting closed and the announcements 
were being given.  My mother was visiting 
at the time and was sitting behind me and 
she had noticed the quaking continuing.  
After meeting she asked me, “Where did 
thee go?”  I had no answer at that time.  Over 
five years have passed since the onset of 
this quaking and it has seemed important to 
record its manifestations and subtleties and 
what conclusions I have drawn as I continue 
to ponder it.  Also I will take this opportu-
nity to describe other physical manifestation 
of Spirit poured on flesh that I and others 
have experienced. 

We are the Body of Christ
Birthing, feeding, touching, weeping

We are the Body of Christ
Mending, bleeding, healing, dancing

Glorify God in our bodies
Dance with God through our lives

Deborah L. Shaw, School of the Spirit
On Being a Spiritual Nurturer

Session VII, Ninth Month 18, 2003
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financial officer, vice presidents and 
deans—a formidable lot—only two of 
which were female.  Some of these had 
openly stated that they didn’t care at all 
about the Quaker aspect of the college.  
Many of my issues with my voice were 
unresolved at that time. 

Would I be able to speak what 
truth was given me in those weekly 
meetings? 

In Practice
In the following weeks I continued 

to experience the quaking in meetings 
for worship.  I was a little unnerved 
by it, and spent a good bit of time 
trying to figure it out.  As a lifelong 
Quaker I knew that quaking was part 
of our tradition, but I didn’t know any 
contemporaries who experienced this 
kind that was unassociated with vocal 
ministry.  I worried that it might be 
bothering other people in the meet-
ing.  At Friendship we have individual 
chairs in the meeting room, but not 
too long after the onset of quaking I 
found myself in a meeting in which 
I was sitting on a bench occupied by 
others.  My quaking was causing the 
bench to vibrate and I worried that 
it would be distracting to others.  It 
was somewhat distracting to me!  The 
prolonged quaking caused my neck to 
be stiff and sore and just when it got 
to be almost too much the quaking 
would subside for a moment and then 
resume.  I did find that it was harder 
for my mind to wander off while I was 
quaking—God’s presence was indeed 
palpable in the motion.  It seems im-
portant to note that this quaking I was 
experiencing differs from the quaking 
that many, myself included, experi-
ence prior to sharing vocal ministry 
in meeting for worship.  This quaking 
does not include accelerated heartbeat 
or respiration, as is often reported by 
those describing physical sensation 
prior to speaking.  Instead it is a body 
quaking—for the most part rapid and 
light and regular. 

Leading Up To It
The previous fall I had met with 

my dear friend Michele Tarter.  She 
had proposed the idea to me that we 
travel together in spiritual pilgrimage 
to the 1652 country of England the 
following summer.  My initial reac-
tion was to scoff at the idea, knowing 
that I didn’t have the funds for such 
an excursion.  Michele responded by 
asking me to stay “open” to the idea. 
“Open” is a loaded term for Friends.  
In asking that Michele challenged me 
to open myself to the miraculous pos-
sibilities that abound for those that 
live in “that life and power.”  I cannot 
say that I accepted that challenge in a 
wholly conscious way, but I know that 
it did work on me and work in me.  In 
faith I entered the process of applying 
for grants for this spiritual pilgrimage.

Another part of my condition was 
that I had been the focus of our meet-
ing’s first-ever consideration of record-
ing someone as a minister.  This con-
sideration had gone on for a year and a 
half. The previous summer I had asked 
for it to be dropped because it had be-
come detrimental to me, in that I felt 
many in the meeting to be considering 
this issue in the abstract rather than 

~~~~~~~~~

focusing on the flesh that was right 
in front of them.  They were debating 
the validity of recording anyone, not 
in opposition to me, personally, but in 
this discussion, not paying tender care 
to me with regard to the toll this pro-
longed debate was taking on me.  A few 
months before this moment in March, 
one of the strongest opponents to my 
being recorded shifted, for a fairly 
unrelated issue, and after consulting 
me, asked that the meeting take up the 
issue again.  This had not yet come to 
the monthly meeting as a whole, but 
there had been a shift for me.

Yet another piece that seems sig-
nificant in retrospect was that I was 
facing the coming academic year with 
some trepidation.  I would be acting 
director of the Friends Center, super-
vising three part time staff, directing 
the burgeoning Quaker Leadership 
Scholars Program, running a full and 
active campus ministry program, and 
facilitating off-campus programming 
for the wider Friends community.  
My immediate supervisor would be 
the president of the college and as 
the “Quaker” representative I would 
be sitting on the president’s advisory 
council, with the likes of the chief 
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I began to wonder if the quaking 
would remain inside the meeting for 
worship.  At this time I happened to be 
serving on a committee for healing and 
reconciliation that had been gathered 
on an ad hoc basis in one of the other 
yearly meetings that is in my state.  I 
was the only person on the committee 
that was not a member of that yearly 
meeting.  There were difficult issues 
being dealt with, and as we sat in the 
opening moment of silence I began to 
quake.  This continued throughout the 
meeting, causing the convener at one 
point to assume that I was agreeing 
with her (my quaking being back and 
forth, which does make it appear as 
if I am nodding yes).  There came a 
time in the meeting when I felt I had 
to speak to a particular point, which I 
was able to do.  Previously I had found 
it difficult to speak at these meetings, 
feeling myself an outsider, consider-
ing my main function there was as 
prayerful presence.  I actually felt as 
if I didn’t have much choice about 
whether or not to speak. I noticed that 
the quaking had shifted into the kind of 
quaking that is more common prior to 
speaking in meeting for worship.  I felt 
that I would be sick if I didn’t speak.  
So I said what was given me, praying 
that I had been faithful. 

Quaking in a Bar
Soon after this experience I was 

among the beloved community that 
gathers for the annual meeting of the 
Friends Association for Higher Educa-
tion (FAHE).  As I expected the quak-
ing occurred during the worship that 
punctuates these gatherings.  What I 
didn’t expect was that the quaking hap-
pened on Saturday evening as many of 
us went to a nearby bar to drink beer, 
wine, or iced tea (that would be me) 
and have pleasant conversation.  Most 
everyone had left but about six of us, 
and our conversation had turned to the 
very same topic that had been at issue 

in the ad hoc meeting I just described.  
I had already been quaking, which I 
attributed to the joyful opportunity of 
speaking with a friend of deep faith, 
but the quaking got more visible as 
the six of us got deeper in this con-
versation.  

In point of fact, I was mostly 
listening, but it came to me that I 
needed to speak to a particular point 
that wasn’t being mentioned and, as 
before, I didn’t feel as if I had a choice.  
I spoke my piece and then went back to 
listening, and part of me was marveling 
at the experience of quaking in a bar.  
My companions could see that I was 
quaking but, being Quakers, I guess 
they didn’t think that we needed to 
talk about it.  Michele, my intended 

companion for the spiritual pilgrimage 
to England was there, and as I watched 
her watching me quake, I found my 
thoughts going to how my quaking 
might be received amongst English 
Friends.  When Michele and I talked 
later, I found that she was concerned 
about this also.  In prayerful conversa-
tion we came to peace about it. 

The next incident of the quaking 
occurring outside of worship was at a 
meeting with consultants at the col-
lege.  This was one of the first times 
that I was present at a meeting in my 
“acting director” status, meaning that I 
was present with the upper strata of the 
college’s leadership.  We were being 
asked to share what we perceived to 
be detrimental elements present in the 
College, things that were preventing 

Guilford from flourishing.  As I tried to 
listen with my inner ear to what I was 
supposed to say, the quaking began, 
very gently and unobtrusively, yet 
unmistakable and reassuringly there.  
I felt very calm and joyful, feeling 
that the quaking was a sign from God 
to remind me to say what I was given 
and to not worry about how or if it was 
received.  I shared my observations, 
which were from a markedly different 
perspective from all the others, and 
felt released from concern about how 
those observations might be received.  
As the year went along and I attended 
the weekly meetings of the president’s 
advisory council, I did experience the 
quiet quaking from time to time. I 
continued to learn the lessons of being 
faithful to what was given me to say 
coupled with the exercise of “letting 
go” of the results.

Another notable variation in the 
quaking occurred when I was attending 
the conference “Companions Along 
the Way” held at George School.  
There were many people attending, 
and the conference seemed very joy-
ful and vibrant in the way that such 
gatherings can be, when people of like 
mind, heart and interest come together 
in the Spirit.  There was a concluding 
meeting for worship, and there was a 
good deal of vocal ministry, as might 
be expected, though it all felt Spirit 
led to me.  A woman stood and began 
to speak of how at her home meeting 
there was always much more quiet 
space between the messages and that 
people should be very careful before 
they broke the silence.  As the woman 
began speaking my quaking, which 
had been going along riotously, ceased 
abruptly.  The quaking stopped just 
as the message started.  As my mind 
engaged with what the woman was 
saying and the tone in which she was 
saying it, I came to mentally assess it 
as a Spirit-quenching message.  Some 
time after she sat down the quaking 
resumed. 

I felt very calm and joyful, 
feeling that the quaking was 
a sign from God to remind 
me to say what I was given 
and to not worry about how 
or if it was received.
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At this point it seems important 
to note that I neither start nor stop this 
quaking.  I have noted that in meetings 
for worship for which I have some re-
sponsibility, like College Meeting for 
Worship, the quaking does not occur 
as often, although its occurrence has 
increased as time has gone on.  I think 
that the quaking comes when I have 
been able to center at a particular level; 
it comes when I am able to surrender to 
the Spirit.  Carole Treadway, who also 
experiences quaking, recently shared 
with me that her quaking commenced 
when she moved from her head into 
her heart.  

I think that the quaking also has 
something to do with the level of 
centeredness of the group that I am 
worshiping with.  The first time that 
I experienced the quaking while wor-
shiping with just one other person was 
with a deeply seasoned and faithful 
British Friend.  Classmate Susan Phil-
lips asked me if the quaking had ever 
happened in my solitary devotions, 
which forced me to confess that I don’t 
often find a way to make time for soli-
tary devotions in my often 10-12 hour 
work days.  Recently however, I did 
experience the quaking in solitary wor-
ship, as I was the only one present at 
our daily morning worship at Guilford.

I have observed other folk who 
quake or sway in worship.  A Brit-
ish Friend relayed a story to me of a 
man who quaked in meeting.  Other 
members of his meeting informed 
him that this was disturbing them and 
asked that he stop quaking or leave.  
Some Friends in the United States 
have experienced similar reactions, as 
described by Patricia McBee in a letter 
to Friends Journal, July 2001.  Some 
who quake take care to sit in the back 
of their meeting so they will not disturb 
other members.  A Friend shared with 
me about his swaying, agreeing that 
it was a bit embarrassing to exhibit 
in meeting.  His swaying began as he 
meditated privately and only years 

later did it enter meeting for worship.  
Like my quaking, his swaying was a 
response to a circumstance that was 
redeemed by this affirmation of Pres-
ence and Love.  I have never gotten 
the sense from anyone who quakes in 
meeting that they consider it to make 
them “special” in any way.  It seems 
to be viewed as something that just 
happens.

Physical Manifestation 
of Spirit on Flesh 
as Valid Spiritual 

Experience
Physical phenomena of spiritual 

activity were not new to me when I 
began experiencing this quaking in 
1998.  In years past, as I began to ar-
ticulate my spiritual narrative I would 
often say, in a manner half apologetic 
and half self-deprecating, that God had 
always led me by my gut.  At that point 
in my life I had not heard any other 
Friends share about physical manifes-
tations of Spirit on flesh, other than the 
sensations experienced prior to sharing 
vocal ministry in meeting for worship.  
The accepted Quaker canon of spiritual 
experience as it had been presented 
to me was an intellectual one, with 
heart and passion to be sure, but not 
an embodied one.  The Friends who 
trembled before the Lord were far in 
the past and not a whole lot was being 
said about them or their experiences. 

Illumination and validation came 
in the form of Michele Tarter, deliv-
ering a paper entitled “Fluid Female 
Light,” which described the experi-
ences of early Quaker women min-
isters.  As she shared these women’s 
narratives I felt myself sweetly at home 
and in tears as I knew for the first time 
how firmly my spiritual experience 
was grounded within the experiences 
of these early Friends.  The stories 
contained a wide spectrum of physi-
cal manifestation of Spirit poured on 
flesh, in which I could catalog my own 

experiences.  In a later essay entitled 
“Quaking in the Light” Michele de-
scribes the condition from which arose 
Friends’ understanding of themselves 
as “living texts of Christianity,” and 
how they came to understand the 
“body…(as) the site of divine proph-
ecy and agency in the early Quaker 
movement.” 

“Together, without any leading 
minister, Friends would wait in sacred 
silence to feel divine “currents” of God 
stirring in them, just as it had happened 
to the Apostles before them.  As Fox 
cited with scriptural promise: ‘And it 
shall come to pass afterward, that I will 
pour out my Spirit on all flesh; your sons 
and your daughters shall prophesy…
Even upon the menservants and maid-
servants in those days, I will pour out 
my Spirit’ (Joel 2:28-29)

In his theology of christopre-
sentism, Fox declared that when spirit 
poured onto flesh, Friends returned to 
a prelapsarian state and experienced 
a concrete, substantial, and visceral 
convincement; indeed, they ‘magnified’ 
the ‘indwelling Christ’ and embodied 
perfection on earth.  Such a proclama-
tion rejected the limitations of dualism, 
celebrating the fusion of flesh and spirit 
for all humankind.  In this corporeal 
manifestation of God, a worshiper be-
came ‘celestial flesh,’ and anyone in 
this ecstatic state was thereby called to 
give sound or movement to such divine 
motion and ‘inward Light.’ … Fox told 
his followers that the Savior was with 
them, inhabiting every particle of their 
bodies.” (Tarter, 2001, p. 148)

Scott Martin explores contem-
porary Friends’ distance from an 
understanding of “The Power of the 
Lord” in a May 2001 Friends Journal 
article entitled  “‘The Power:’ Quak-
ing and the Rediscovery of Primitive 
Quakerism.” 

“The Power of the Lord” had mul-
tiple meanings for Fox and other early 
Friends, but the most common use of 
the phrase was to refer to a sensible, 
divine power or energy.  Friends would 
experience this power surrounding 
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Other Forms of 
“Quaking”

I began this paper with a descrip-
tion of my quaking because it has been 
the most sustained bodily manifesta-
tion of Spirit that I have experienced, 
if not the most dramatic.  In sharing 
some of the other ways in which I have 
experienced Spirit poured on flesh, I 
hope to make an opening for those who 
experience similar things, but have not 
felt free to speak of them. 

Tears
Many years ago I was headed 

for the annual sessions of my yearly 
meeting.  Some difficult things had 
been going on and I was clear that I 
was going to be a comforter, a listen-
ing ear.  Indeed, that was the case.  
Someone told me later that every time 
they saw me, someone was crying on 
my shoulder.  By the last evening I was 
tired, but felt that I had been faithful in 

what I was to be about.  The evening 
program was lovely, several readers 
sharing from letters to a Civil War era 
Friend who had been involved in help-
ing slaves escape, hearing from a son 
who was exploring life in Indiana and 
Ohio, meeting business from Friends, 
all weaving a real sense of hominess, 
integrity, work toward equality, and 
profound spiritual community.  

I was wide open, cleansed, and 
content as I listened to Friends weave 

them or flowing through their bodies 
under a variety of conditions, but most 
often at the point of convincement, 
when facing a trial, or during meeting 
for worship.  An experience of the 
power was often associated with some 
kind of involuntary physical or mental 
phenomenon.  When seized by the 
power, some Friends quaked, vocal-
ized, or fell unconscious to the floor, 
while other Friends saw brilliant light, 
had visions, experienced healing, or 
felt a force emanating from them that 
was capable of subduing an angry and 
hostile mob.

Scott Martin guesses that some 
contemporary Friends might well feel 
uncomfortable with this uncontrolled 
expression. Indeed, we have affirma-
tions of that related earlier in this paper.  
In his article Scott compares early 
Quakers’ experience of divine energy 
with energy experienced within many 
other religions, such as chi in China, or 
prana in India.  In attempting to help 
contemporary Friends feel comfortable 
with the presence of this divine energy, 
he points to the similarities seen in the 
writings of Isaac Penington and that of 
Deng Ming-Dao, a modern day Taoist.  
Both counsel their readers to reach 
deeply within themselves for nurture 
and refreshment on a daily basis.  

Scott wonders if early Friends’ 
practice of daily retirement, simi-
lar to seated qigong, resulted in the 
manifestations of physical expression 
mentioned. His article ends with a 
longing for a deeper, more powerful 
experience of worship that he knows 
is possible. “We want to get out of our 
heads and into our bodies.  We seek a 
deeper healing.”  

Isaac Penington’s advice to the 
seekers of the 17th century applies 
equally to the seekers among us today, 
“Oh, sit, sit daily and sink down to the 
seed and ‘wait for the risings of the 
power…that thou mayst feel inward 
healing.’ “ (14) 

this life for us.  At about 8:55 p.m. I 
had a vision.  A mother was sitting in a 
chair and her child came running into 
the room and threw himself into her 
lap, completely sure of the uncondi-
tional love that was waiting for him.  
Without analyzing the vision I began 
to cry, not just tears trickling down my 
cheek, but audible sobbing.  What was 
going on?  

The program was ending, and 
several women noticed that I was 
in distress and came to me.  At that 
moment the best I could do was to 
describe the vision and explain that as 
Sid and I had been trying to get preg-
nant for some time. I guessed I was just 
mourning the fact that pregnancy had 
not occurred.  The only thing was that 
I couldn’t stop crying.  I reasoned that 
I had been taking in a lot of people’s 
pain in my ministry to folk.  I reasoned 
that I was tired.  I went to bed at 12:30 
a.m. still crying.  The next day Sid and 
I went home to find a message on the 
answering machine, telling us that on 
Saturday night his sister, Susan, had 
lost the baby she was carrying.  We 
talked to her that evening, expressing 
our sorrow and trying to bring comfort.  

I couldn’t stop thinking about my 
vision and so later on in the week, I 
asked Susan if she remembered what 
was happening about 8:55 that Satur-
day night.  She told me that the doctor 
had just come in and told her that there 
was nothing else he could do. Then he 
left and she was all alone in the room.  
She said, “I was crying and wishing 
that you had been with me.”  I believe 
that I was with Susan that night.  Yes, 
I was crying about my own inability to 
get pregnant, and I feel my pain was the 
avenue to being present at such a deep 
level to Susan’s pain of losing a child.  

Less than a year later at the key-
note address of a conference I again 
found myself in tears, just as the 
speaker gave his final line, “…an 

As I held this person, both 
literally and in prayer, I felt 
myself expand beyond the 
room and felt myself so 
in unity with God as to be 
holding, with God, all of 
suffering humanity.  
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ordered life is the way to a peaceful 
life…”  Again I wondered, what is this 
about?  My previous experience had 
prepared me.  Immediately I was lift-
ing up prayer for whomever these tears 
were for, and prayer for whatever way 
they were for me, too.  In the closing 
Quaker silence that followed the talk 
a woman spoke, obviously in tears, 
sharing that in her life the presence of 
dis-order was inescapable, and yet it 
was possible to know that Peace that 
passes all understanding.  I realized 
that the speaker was a woman that I had 
just met earlier that day, someone that 
I had felt very drawn to.  This woman 
and I did not meet or speak to each 
other until almost a year later, but it 
was often laid on my heart that I should 
tell her what had happened.  When that 
finally came to pass it was an amazing 
and healing resolution for both of us. 

Touch
When people ask me what I do at 

Guilford College I sometimes answer 
that I go around and hug people.  I 
know that there are things that I can 
express to people through my hugs 
that are beyond what words can say.  If 
people have never experienced even a 
hint of unconditional love from another 
human being, how could they possibly 
imagine the idea of God’s uncondition-
al love for us?  I feel this is part of my 
task, to express, as well as I am able, 
the possibility of unconditional love.  
When I meet with students one-to-one, 

especially when they are telling me 
about something difficult, or when they 
are having a difficult time speaking, I 
often find myself putting my hand on 
their shoulder or arm.  There is not a 
conscious decision to do this, it just 
happens.  A sense of release usually 
follows after a time and I am clear to 
take my hand away.  This touch quite 
often helps the student to express what 
they need to and to feel safe and com-
forted.  When I first started this work 
I suddenly thought about students who 
had been abused and how my touch 
might be threatening.  I found that I 
could always tell, that my body knew, 
if touch was hard for someone.

Once I found myself in a short-
staffed cardiac care unit alone with a 
friend who did not know anyone at the 
time. He was thrashing around, trying 
to pull out his tubes, and wanting to go 
home. I put my hands on him and he 
began to be calmer.  

Driving in a blizzard, the Friend in 
the passenger seat in front of me was 
feeling very agitated and nervous about 
the scary conditions.  I put my hand on 
her shoulder for a while and later she 
told me that the touch had helped her 
become calm.  

Once a Friend in another country 
had been injured in a motorcycle ac-
cident.  As I prayed for him I found my-
self imaging him and holding my hands 
above his body.  I was telling someone 
about this and they told me that I was 
practicing long distance Reiki.  As is no 

WCTS Editor Mariellen Gilpin was interviewed about the book listed 
below on “Keepin’ the Faith” November 25, 2007. You can listen to it 
at: <will.uiuc.edu/am/ktf>

Discovering God as Companion: 
Real Life Stories from What Canst Thou Say? 

Mariellen Gilpin, Editor, Retail $15.34, 172 pages

Get your copy: FGC Bookstore <quakerbooks.org> (800) 966-4556

doubt clear, the unifying feature in all 
these stories is bodily contact, whether 
real or imaged, which is crucial to the 
way in which God works through me.

A bodily experience that several 
have had in meeting for worship is a 
sense of their hands becoming very 
large.  Often increased temperature 
accompanies this manifestation.  I 
have experienced this a few times and 
feel that the sense of expansion is an 
expression of unity with the divine.  

On one occasion I was with a 
Friend who was weary and wounded.  
As I held this person, both literally and 
in prayer, I felt myself expand beyond 
the room and felt myself so in unity 
with God as to be holding, with God, 
all of suffering humanity.  

A Friend, John Calvi, whose 
ministry is energy work, shared his 
experience of working with an African-
American in drug withdrawal.  As 
he gathered the energy in closing he 
became aware of the grieving and 
moaning of all generations of black 
grandmothers from slavery through 
impoverished drug captives, and in 
that experience became aware that 
grief and despair is molecular and can 
be passed on.

Tingles
Another experience shared by 

several Friends is that of goose flesh 
as indicator of spiritual affirmation.  
With me it happens when I am in a 
spiritual conversation with someone 
else. When one of us says something I 
will have the experience of the hair on 
my head standing on end.  I have come 
to interpret this as an affirmation that 
what has just been said is truth with 
a capital “T.”  Others who have told 
me of this phenomenon experience it 
on one arm, but it is brought on in the 
same way, when a spiritual truth or 
profound experience is being spoken.  
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John Calvi shared that the body 
both beckons and receives the Spirit 
and that it is wise to pay attention to 
the body and to the connection.  He 
reminded me that there are more mys-
teries and questions than there are an-
swers; that there are ways that compas-
sion and wisdom flow between us that 
we have only the barest understanding 
of; and that fear interrupts that flow and 
the quaking, in all its manifestations, 
that Spirit wants to embody in us. 

Inhabiting Every Particle 
Of My Body

One of the sweetest and most pre-
cious experiences I have ever known of 
Spirit poured on flesh happened to me 
alone.  I had been wrestling with God 
about a behavior that I knew was not in 
harmony with God’s will.  I was at the 
place where I wasn’t even yet willing 
to be willing to be willing to take it into 
prayer.  As I walked and prayed one 
morning I finally said, “OK, I admit I 
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might not be right.”  The minute I said 
that, I felt as if I had been oh-so-gently 
lifted by the top of my head and oh-so-
gently shaken—like a piece of silk in 
the gentlest of breeze, so that the ripple 
went from the top of the piece to the 
bottom—and in that ripple I felt each 
one of my cells shift and realign, like 
so many iridescent fish scales adjusting 
to the movement of the fish.  As I write 
this I can feel it again and it moves me 
to tears.  It expresses such gentle and 
particular care of me that it is beyond 
belief—and yet I believe. 

…Christ in you, the hope of glory. 
—Colossians 2:27
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