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Opening Oneself to God
Tom Paxson

I was born into a loving Quaker family, the third of four 
children. In 1940 the family joined an intentional, semi-

cooperative community in Bucks County, Pennsylvania, 
spending only summers there until after the war, when 
materials became available to complete our house.  The com-
munity was from the beginning intended to be interracial and 
interreligious. Friends and social workers were prominent 
among its founders.  I remember Bryn Gweled Homesteads, 
as it was named, as a wonderful place in which to grow up. 
In summers, a smorgasbord of activities was offered to us 
children by caring adults. Also during summers there were 
monthly Saturday morning work parties for all ages, to 
maintain and improve the common grounds and facilities. …

Southhampton Friends Meeting was started in 1941, 
principally by Bryn Gweled Friends. The meeting had an 
active First Day School and I had some wonderful classes. 
I remember with particular gratitude a class on the parables 
of Jesus, another on the prophets, and a third on world 
religions—all of which are subjects which have held my 
interest.  The peace and equality testimonies were given 
considerable attention.

Among the many blessings I received as a child was an 
understanding of God as an intangible, invisible, omnipres-
ent spirit. I did not have to unlearn a conception of God as 
an old man with long white beard sitting on a golden throne 
on or above the clouds.  Instead, I felt the divine presence 
while sinking into the stillness of meetings for worship, while 
wandering through light-dappled woods, while listening to 
bird songs floating across sunny meadows, while beholding 
the starry heavens on a hushed, dark night.  I often felt the 
divine presence as love….

While very young I learned to appreciate periods of 
stillness and silence, however noisy and rambunctious I 

was at other times, and I learned some measure of discipline 
in this regard.  Over the years, despite doubts or emotional 
turmoil, I have been led ever deeper in my appreciation of 
silence and stillness, of waiting upon the Spirit.  When I was 
in high school I found my mother’s little library of mysticism 
and spirituality, and I devoured it hungrily.  The Catholic 
Quietist, Fenelon (who was represented in the collection), 
commented that “Prayer is so necessary and the source of so 
much good that the soul which has found this treasure cannot 
resist returning to it when left to itself,” where by “prayer” he 
meant not verbal formulae but “the aspiration and elevation 
of mind and heart to God.”  This expresses well what I have 
found in my own life—repeatedly, I must confess.

Searching for God came naturally to me, arising from 
curiosity, from hunger for the love of God, and later from 
the quest for a love that cannot suffer the separation of death. 
This searching was no intellectual quest; it had much deeper 
roots.  Insofar as I experienced an answering movement of the 

From the Editor:
We received so many amazing stories that we 
could not print them all. Some were too long 
to fit but cutting them seemed so wrong. So, 
we are publishing them in their entirety in this 
web version so that we do not deprive you, 
the readers, the large blessings that we have 
received in reading them. 
I am so blessed by these stories and I hope 
and pray that you will be too. Thank you to the 
authors and to the WCTS editorial staff for their 
amazing support in putting together this issue. I 
am so grateful!!! 

Jennifer Elam, Guest Editor



2 August 2012What Canst Thou Say? 76 (2)

What Canst Thou Say? is an independent publication by and for Quakers 
with an interest in mystical experience and contemplative practice. It is published 
in August, November, February, and May. The editorial and production team 
is Lissa Field, Mariellen Gilpin, Lieselotte Heil, Richard Himmer, Judy Lumb, 
Grayce Mesner, Mike Resman, and Eleanor Warnock. 
Please write for WCTS! Send editorial correspondence to <mariellen.gilpin@
gmail.com> or WCTS, 818 W. Columbia, Champaign, IL 61820. See the 
WCTS website for a history of WCTS and updated queries for future issues: 
<whatcanstthousay.org>
Subscriptions are $10 for one year, $18 for two years. Back issues are $1.50 
each, $15 for a partial set (Issues 1-20, 21-40, 41-60), and $50 for a complete 
set up to the current issue. Email subscriptions are $5 per year. Subscription 
correspondence should be directed to Richard Himmer <WhatCanstThouSay@
verizon.net> or WCTS, 1035 Hereford Drive, Blue Bell PA 19422-1925.

Please write for permission before reprinting excerpts.

Spirit, being searched by God flowed 
naturally from love of God: my love 
of God with its desire to live as God 
would have me live, and God’s love of 
me experienced in felt motions of the 
Spirit, however chiding. 

For my tenth Christmas…my par-
ents gave me a copy of The Authorized 
King James Version of the Bible pub-
lished by Oxford University Press. 
It was the “Pilgrim Edition,” com-
plete with notes “especially adapted 
for young Christians,” as the title 
page reported. Though young, I read 
selections from it as my interest and 
persistence allowed….I found…fas-
cinating stories of many kinds, stories 
of murder, mayhem, cruelty and deceit, 
and stories of kindness, forgiveness, 
and great faithfulness under duress. I 
enjoyed many psalms, but in my teens I 
especially enjoyed the prophets.  What 
teenager can resist the appeal of some-
one calling authorities to account?

Within a year of my receiving that 
Bible my mother died of cancer, at 
home, under an oxygen tent. She was 
42 years old. We had seen it coming 
and had prayed ardently, desperately, 
that she not die, but death stole her 
from us anyway.  This was the era 
about which Elizabeth Kubler-Ross 
wrote. In those days death was not 
considered a topic of polite conversa-
tion—especially conversation with 
bereaved children.  We four siblings 
took it hard, however differently we 
mourned, and we struggled to cope 
with our vastly changed circumstances. 
I think that in our different ways we 
came to repress our grief, as the times 
demanded, though it bubbled up in 
emotional volatility and in other ways.

The next summer…I found a 
secluded place in a small meadow 
….There I erected a covering akin 
to a tent fly. I had found a decrepit 
old wooden chest somewhere and 
placed within it the Bible my parents 
had given me and a few other things 

I valued, now long forgotten. I would 
slip out to this tent, or “tabernacle,” 
as I thought of it, for mourning, for 
solace, and for communion with God. 
One night it rained and the next day, to 
my horror, I found that the Bible was 
thoroughly soaked. It had been of good 
quality, so the long-term effect was 
to leave the spine weakened and the 
pages rumpled but still perfectly leg-
ible. Embarrassed that my carelessness 
resulted in damage to the Bible, I hid it 
away. I have it still. When I graduated 
from high school my mother’s mother 
gave me a fine new Bible, the King 
James Version again, but without the 
notes for young Christians. This one I 
read from cover to cover—the follow-
ing summer, as I recall.

Some time during my junior high 
or early high school years I seriously 
considered that God might not exist 
and that, even should God exist, there 
could be no rational proof of this.  I 
adopted this agnosticism without 
giving up the practice of silent still-
ness in and outside meetings for wor-
ship.  The doubts and questions had 
been prompted by concerns regarding 
the soundness of the give Thomistic 
proofs for the existence of God, by 
my inability to provide a satisfactory 
answer to the problem of evil, and by 

my elementary introduction to other 
world religions.

One day during my high school 
years I decided to rely on both my own 
spiritual experiences and my felt need 
for God, rather than on rational argu-
ments: I couldn’t manage without God. 
I heeded my experience of an empti-
ness in myself that only God could fill.  
I heeded my felt need for a love that 
could not betray.  I heeded my need 
for that toward which my existential 
gratitude could be directed. It was as 
if my love of God had penetrated “the 
cloud of unknowing,” to borrow the 
image of the anonymous author of the 
great 14th-century spiritual classic of 
that name. Where reason could not go, 
my heart could. So I resolved to live 
“as if”—the conditional being a sop 
to my reason.

My agnosticism was terminated 
by resolution, the resolution to live as 
if God exists and to abandon rational 
speculation about God. I subsequently 
resolved, as far as possible:

First, to consider whether my life 
became better, so living; whether I 
became more loving, more peaceful, 
more patient, more forgiving; whether 
I began to manifest fruits of the Spirit.

Second, to open myself up more 
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Heavenly Love Irradiating 
Heather Herbert

... I didn’t talk at all about what I had experienced, but when hymns 
or other sources mentioned ‘showers of blessing’ I knew what 
they meant.  I remember hearing a preacher going on about the 
dangers of hell, and thinking, “He doesn’t know what he’s talking 
about.”   I had a deep experience of a beneficent universe, which 
has illuminated the rest of my journey. Decades later, in a Progoff 
workshop we were encouraged to make mantras crystallizing 
‘moments of connectedness’. Mine for this one was Heavenly love 
irradiating. ... —from the print version What Canst Thou Say 76 (1)

intentionally to God’s searching Light, 
to uncover habits of heart, mind and 
behavior that needed to be changed to 
accord more closely with the divine will.

Third, to lay matters before God 
that angered, frightened, or otherwise 
bothered me; to seek guidance regard-
ing them and to act on my concerns if 
so led by the Spirit, or to let them go, if 
not led to act.  I would not stew; I would 
not nurse resentment.

I often seemed to hear a loving 
and patient response to anxious inqui-
ries or complaints offered in prayer, a 
response such as, “Of course, what did 
thee expect?”  Perhaps it was the infi-
nite being, infinite understanding, and 
infinite bliss, the sat, chit, ananda, that 
Hindu sages have said we all want, or 
perhaps it was simply to be complete, 
utterly other than what I wanted to be. 
When I was young, I simply didn’t get 
it that to be finished in growing is to be 
dead.

So when I speak of resolution in 
this context, it is not in the sense of an 
answer to a challenge, the challenge to 
prove the existence of God; it is rather 
in the sense of a course of action chosen: 
to set aside rational speculation and to 
heed the yearnings of my heart and the 
leadings of the Spirit. I resolved on a 
path that was both my experiment in 
Truth (I believe I had read Gandhi’s 
autobiography by this time) and practic-
ing the presence of God, to refer to the 
17th-century spiritual classic by Brother 
Lawrence, another book in my mother’s 
collection.

The agnostic questions have become 
moot.  The experience of a lifetime in 
relationship with the Divine robs those 
questions of interest.

Tom Paxson, a lifelong Friend, has been 
a member of St. Louis Meeting, Missouri, 
since 1969. He might personify the old adage 
that “Still waters run deep.” He has served 
national and international communities of 
Friends, as well as local and yearly meeting 
Friends. Tom listens deeply in the Spirit, 
speaks plainly, lovingly and softly, but only 
when needed.

No Two Were Alike
Mariellen Gilpin

I grew up on my grandmother’s farm. 
Grandma sold chickens and pigs to 

make a little cash income. She always 
took me with her when she went to feed 
the pigs and chickens, and I always 
felt necessary: Grandma had difficulty 
walking, and she used to hold my hand 
in one of hers and a bucket of garbage 
in the other as we walked to the barn. 
Not only did I learn I was important to 
Grandma’s welfare, but I was important 
to the welfare of the farm animals, and 
from Grandma I learned to nurture other 
creatures.

Grandma taught me always to be 
quiet when we entered the hog barn, 
because pigs were almost wild, and 
could get mean if they were uneasy. We 
spread the garbage in a trough outside 
the barn. While the pigs ate, we made 
our way slowly to the corncrib door, 
where Grandma threw corn out for the 
pigs. There was one ear of corn for each 
pig, and it was my job to count the ears 
of corn. Grandma always counted the 
pigs. It was something of an art to count 
pigs, because they kept moving all the 
time, trotting from one ear of corn to 
another. From her I learned to count 

pigs, and at the same time remember 
I’d already counted the red spotted pig 
as he moved around.

Grandma was especially watchful 
when the big mother pigs, which we 
called “sows,” were going to have little 
pigs. She left me outside the pig pasture 
entirely, taking a stout stick to support 
her as she did the chores by herself. 
She was concerned a sow, who was 
especially short-tempered when she was 
about to give birth, might attack me, and 
the sow might lose her pigs. Presumably 
Grandma was also concerned about me. 
So I never saw a litter of pigs being born. 

But once when I was about four, I 
was taken late at night to see a litter born 
a few hours before. I was cautioned to 
be totally silent, so as not to upset the 
sow. My father held me high, so I could 
see over the big, solid wooden gate into 
the pen where the sow lay with her pig-
gies. Each little pig was as shiny and 
clean as a brand new penny, and each 
piggy had his own distinctive spotting 
or striping. I was awestruck with the 
utter variety of God’s creation—no two 
piggies were alike.

Mariellen Gilpin is the heart and soul 
of What Canst Thou Say, the receiver of 
materials, main editor, and organizer.
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in the winter’s icy grip.  Finished with 
homework and chores, always before 
bedtime I dawdled by the windowpane 
in the upstairs hall in the scant light of 
the oil lamp, tracing with my finger-
tip the intricate patterns and delicate 
curves of iceflowers formed by frost 
outside.  I dreamed of wearing a silvery 
gown of iceflower lace.

One night downstairs, the deep 
silence was suddenly broken by a loud 
bang at the front door. Maybe the big 
boys were still filling the firewood bins 
in the hall, late as always?  My friend 
Bertta whispered from the girls’ room 
door, “Hurry up, the all-in-bed check is 
coming.”  Reluctant to leave my frosty 
garden, I slowly undid my pinafore and 
rolled down the heavy, coarse hand-
knitted wool stockings, placing them 
on the rack next to the tile oven, with 
great relief.

Sure enough, rapid steps brought 
Aunt Eevi to the black maw of the 
narrow staircase. But instead of order-
ing us to bed, she piped, “Sirkka and 
Bertta, get dressed at once. Aunt 
Director Venia wants to see you.”  “But, 
we haven’t done anything,” I faltered, 
quickly reviewing the day’s doings, 
and finding this time my conscience 
was clear.  Fidgeting and always impa-
tient to be somewhere else, Aunt Eevi’s 
demeanor was quite uncharacteristic 
of Lapland folk. “Down at once,” she 
ordered crisply, hoping to convey a 
trace of the authority she didn’t have. 
Aunt Eevi’s concerns filtered around 
soldier boys on leave and the seams 

Night Errand
Sirrka Barbour

Early in the morning on November 
30, 1939 the Soviet Union attacked 

my home province Karelia in south-
eastern Finland. My father was at the 
front, eventually getting wounded by 
a piece of shrapnel to his head.  The 
Soviet advance became inevitable, 
because the Russians outnumbered the 
Finns overwhelmingly.  All civilians 
from the border areas were evacuated 
further inland.  

After an arduous railroad journey 
with numerous stops and delays across 
most of the country, my mother with 
her four children ended up in southern 
Lapland. Because of the crowded, 
unstable circumstances with some 
400,000 refugees fleeing from the 1000 
km-long border, social welfare workers 
proposed to her that we four be sent to 
a newly founded provincial children’s 
home for families of war casualties.  
Though my mother wondered and 
worried what to do, she really had 
little choice.  

An interminable bus ride, then, 
dumped us against a roadside snow 
pile in a forlorn hamlet way above the 
Arctic Circle, “behind God’s back,” as 
the saying went.  But the refurbished 
farmhouse, where the home had been 
established, was warm and spacious, 
and the first to arrive, we were received 
hospitably.  Eventually it housed more 
than a dozen children, all of them 
recent orphans, except us.

We arrived in mid-winter. Morning 
or evening, day or night, it made little 
difference, because it was always dark. 
I started first grade and went to school 
in the dark, and when the day was fin-
ished, I trudged back in an even deeper 
dark. Occasionally, someone pointed to 
a grayish streak of light stealing across 
the horizon around the noon hour, on 
a clear day.

Halfway buried in snow, the joints 
of the farmhouse creaked and snapped 

of her silk stockings, which we had to 
inspect to make sure they were straight. 
I was about eight, Bertta a year older.

With loud complaints bordering on 
tears, Bertta and I started to yank some 
clothes on, but to refasten the damp 
coarse wool stockings to the garters on 
our undervests was nearly unbearable. 
They itched and chafed and stank, and 
there was nothing I detested more in 
the whole world, except cod liver oil 
and the Russkies.

Behind the door to the dining room 
a contentious exchange between the 
Aunts was audible, but as Aunt Eevi 
herded us in, all fell silent, busying 
themselves with their tasks at hand.  
Aunt Director was wrapping a package 
with brown paper at one of the tables.  
“This medicine has to get to the Ahti 
farm right away,” she declared matter-
of-factly. “Their boy has the rotting-
throat disease (diphtheria).  Anyone 
going...with the girls?” The revered 
white cabinet with a red cross high on a 
wall in Aunt Director’s room contained 
all the medical products available in 
the village. Silence prevailed, as deep 
as the night.

Aunt Helli, a pasty bloodless reed 
with a Bible always in her lap, had 
spent decades in Africa converting 
natives to the Lutheran faith.  “You all 
know without me telling you again,” 
she ventured, “that I just can’t take 
such evil chill.  I have to keep cotton 
swabs in my ears day and night.”  We 
all knew: her eyes watered and her 
nose dripped in chronic disapproval 
of the northern climate.  

She was a trouble-maker.  She 
would casually seat herself on a bench 
at the end of a dining table, grab a pass-
ing child, and then force a Bible verse 
down his throat, to be regurgitated next 
day by heart.  After each of us had been 
subjected to a Bible lesson once, we 
quickly learned to avoid her altogether.  
My guileless little toddler brother was 
the only child seen in her near vicinity 

I dawdled by the windowpane 
in the upstairs hall in the scant 
light of the oil lamp, tracing 
with my fingertip the intricate 
patterns and delicate curves 
of iceflowers formed by frost 
outside.  I dreamed of wearing 
a silvery gown of iceflower lace.
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again, and she soon became the desig-
nated nursery maid.  But tonight Aunt 
Helli was safe.

Aunt Cook rocked herself unper-
turbed next to the huge baking oven, 
knitting knee-warmers for her hus-
band at the front.  After a long day in 
the kitchen cooking and baking and 
supervising our chores, her varicose 
veins permitted her only one more 
laborious climb up the stairs to the staff 
bedroom.  We knew plenty about her 
varicose veins.  She was untouchable.  
The clock ticked, the kerosene lamps 
whirred.

Then Aunt Eevi, the 19-year-old 
trainee from the village and most 
vulnerable, screeched, “I can’t see 
to everything, I’ve done laundry all 
day long and still have this whole 
pile to mend for tomorrow’s sauna. 
Everybody needs a clean change then.” 
She pointed to the mending pile, which 
she’d just whisked more pieces on top 
of it from the basket on the floor. “I’m 
not going,” she declared, “So there!”

Meanwhile, Bertta and I had 
huddled on the bench by the oven, 
growing more and more apprehensive.  
At some point Aunt Eevi had already 
brought our outerwear from the icy 
hall to warm up.  “What a sneak. I’m 
never, ever going to spy for soldier 
boys coming down the road for you 
again!” I vowed to myself, despairing 
at the obvious pile of our winter wear.

“Girls,” Aunt Director ordered, 
“You get ready now to take this medi-
cine to the Ahtis. Tommi is very sick. 

You know the house, it’s four farms 
beyond the general store, on the right 
hand side of the road. There’ll be a 
lighted lantern at the door post.”

“Nooo we don’t. Never been 
there,” Bertta retorted, though she was 
an orphan from a farm on the outskirts 
of the village. Tommi was one of the 
bullies in the schoolyard, always hit-
ting me with snowballs and taunting, 
“There goes the Karelian Russky,” 
the most hurtful insult anybody could 
make.  

“No, no,” I sniveled. “It’s too dark 
and cold.  We’ll get lost or freeze.” 
But we knew there was little chance of 
getting lost, because the forlorn hamlet 
was sliced in two by the one main road, 
the Lapland Highway, going all the 
way to the top of Norway.  Frostbite, 
however, was another matter.

“Why can’t the boys go? They are 
bigger and stronger...?” We took turns 
arguing. “And older, too!” was Bertta’s 
final caveat.  

“They still have to finish their 
homework,” we were told flatly.  It 
was a matter of honor for our new 
institution that no child went to school 
without their homework done. 

“Then why can’t somebody else 
go,” I tried emphatically, hoping the 
Aunts would get the drift of my mean-
ing. Aunt Eevi, first and foremost.  But 
not so. “A foregone conclusion” hit me 
like a slap on my cheek.

Limp and dejected, Bertta and I 
were bundled up in extra sweaters, 
scarves, and wool caps.  Two pairs 
of mittens each were fastened to the 
sleeves of our heavy overcoats. “This 
isn’t fair,” I objected, as we were 
shoved out into the pitch-black Arctic 
night.  “Hold fast to the packet and 
be sure not to drop it,” Aunt Director 
warned.  “Count the houses carefully 
and look for the lighted door post...and 
we’ll leave the light on here till you get 
back.” The door banged shut.

The frosty air stung the exposed 
slits of our faces and arrested our 
first few intakes of breath, but the 
reassuring sound of crunching snow 
underneath our boots at least rup-
tured the inhuman silence.  Unable to 
hold hands, we leaned and bumped 
against each other, as stiff as frozen 
logs.  Talking, too, was troublesome 
because the scarves’ fibers tickled our 
noses and squirmed into our mouths.  
But we managed to giggle for mutual 
reassurance.

Little by little the darkness gave 
way to an extraordinary luminosity, 
with the unbroken snow twinkling like 
fields of diamonds and the velvety sky 
above sparkling in splendor. Only the 
huge North Star lent a point of stability 
to the swimming panorama.  “Look, 
it’s walking with us,” I muttered to 
Bertta, pointing to the moon. And 
truly, the bulging glowing cheeks of 
the moonface beamed directly down 
at us, lighting the way.

Recognizing the Ahti house by the 
flickering lantern, we knocked on the 
door. Admonished by Aunt Director 
that the instant the door opened, we 
were to turn our faces away, hand in 
the packet, not breathe in any infec-
tious air, and not to go into the porch 
and accept anything offered. So when 
a rumpled heap of a worry-worn farm-
wife with a towel tied across her nose 
and mouth appeared in the billowing 
steam of the doorway, I handed her 
the packet from as far away as I could, 
my head turned aside. We curtsied and 
were off in a flash, offers of warm milk 
and buttered bread faintly echoing 

“You get ready now to take this 
medicine to the Ahtis. Tommi is 
very sick. You know the house, 
it’s four farms beyond the 
general store, on the right hand 
side of the road. There’ll be a 
lighted lantern at the door post.”

“Count the houses carefully and 
look for the lighted door post...
and we’ll leave the light on here 
till you get back.” The door 
banged shut.
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behind us.  If there were any pasillis 
(bacilli) floating in the air, I surely 
hadn’t seen them. The new word had 
piqued my curiosity.

Trekking back with a much lighter 
step, we now viewed the almost nightly 
spectacle of the Northern Lights. 
Usually, we dismissed them as only 
additional lighting when playing 
outside. But now we welcomed their 
delirious fan-dance of rainbow colors 
and ever-changing configurations.  The 
moon, too, had magically changed its 
direction and was now walking back 
with us.

Met by Aunt Director at the front 
door, we stalked like two hoary appa-
ritions into the warmth of the dining 
room. Neither frequent nor customary, 
praises and compliments were pro-
fusely showered on us. “Good job...
such big and brave girls...well done...
thank you.” The sense of relief in the 
room was all too palpable.  We were 
invited to the Aunts’ table, where two 
mugs of hot chocolate stood steaming, 
an unheard-of treat during wartime, 
from Aunt Cook’s hidden stores, no 
doubt.  

As the mellow liquid thawed us 
out we nodded sleepily while a step-
by-step inquiry went on as to how our 
errand had gone. “Why all this fuss 
now?” I wondered, ready to drop from 
exhaustion, “Except to restore their 
adult power and authority.” That night 
it had suffered a major collapse.

At last, wrapped in the comfort of 
my quilts on the upper bunk bed, I fell 
asleep, embraced by a wondrous sense 
of awe.  It was the Arctic night itself 
that had been our unexpected guardian 
and companion.

Sirkka Barbour resides at Kendal on 
Hudson in Sleepy Hollow, NY, with her 
husband Hugh. Sirkka is working on her 
memoirs and loves being a grandmother 
on call. “Lapland continues to be a place 
of magic for me.”

Everything is 
Illuminated

John Surr
I hadn’t planned to write this, 

but it wants to come out.  My own 
childhood seemed lacking in mystical 
spirituality until I looked at it through 
the lens of the young children I work 
with and the research regarding their 
spirituality.  I was a normal child with 
a vivid imagination and curiosity about 
the world around me.  To me, that’s 
mystical spirituality.

Every child comes into this world 
perceiving it all as a mystery, inte-
grated somehow with him or her and 
her or his nature.  Everything is illumi-
nated with its connection to everything 
else, and the infant sees his or her job 
as integrating ever more harmoniously 
into her or his immediate and ultimate 
environment, for survival, growth, 
and transcendence.  In the early years 
reality has no shutters about it, and 
anything is felt to be possible.  It’s all 
magic (Surr 2012).

A child’s first significant survival 
and growth task is to integrate with 
and understand even better the mother 
who became very well known to him 
or her during prenatal experiences.  In 
the absence of the mother, any other 
caring human being will do.  This 
first relationship, the foundation of 
all other significant relationships, 
attitudes, and integrations of a life-
time, actually designs major parts of 
the baby’s brain, especially regarding 
emotional regulation, willingness to 
move beyond survival to exploration, 
and the developing sense of self and 
other (Surr 2011).  

I’m an old man who gets a spiri-
tual lift from working with 2 and 3 
year olds in the Hummingbird class at 
the Clara Barton Children’s Center.  I 
probably get more from them, in terms 
of love, presence, wonder, and joy, 
than I give them, but who’s counting?  

Every one of them will stop to explore 
a flower, an ant, a piece of play dough 
or a crayon, experimenting to find out 
how the child and it fit together in 
this universe.  Opinions form through 
experience, but they do not become 
fixed until emotions and repetition put 
them in their places with the rest of the 
child’s experiences.

The focus of this issue, “Children’s 
Mystical Spirituality,” seems to con-
note the kind of experience that tran-
scends ordinary living.  I witnessed 
three kinds of these experiences among 
my three daughters:  a vivid imagina-
tion that allowed one to try (unsuccess-
fully, but still thinking it would work) 
to move things from a distance with 
her fingers, like “My Favorite Martian” 
did; another daughter’s focus on and 
attraction to synchronicities; and a 
third daughter’s unsolicited statement 
that she had once been an old Chinese 
man.  

These fit in with the much wider 
variety of experiences transcending 
normality that are examined much 
more generally and closely by Tobin 
Hart in The Secret Spiritual Life 
of Children (2003) and by Wendy 
McCarty’s Welcoming Consciousness:  
Supporting Babies’ Wholeness From 
the Beginning of Life [2004] (2009).  
These authors have collected a wide 
variety of examples of children whose 
experiences and insights were extraor-
dinary and worth cherishing.  Both 
urge, as do I, that we and our children 
benefit enormously when we take their 
stories of their experiences with at least 
a suspension of disbelief.  

Hart quotes David Feldman 
describing the parents of exceptional 
children as “possess[ing] an unusual 
willingness to act immediately on 
requests or other signs of interest, 
virtually regardless of time or place, 
taking a time-out from the parent’s 
agenda in order to explore the child’s 
curiosity or question—any question. 
... Many parents have told me how 



7 August 2012What Canst Thou Say? 76 (2)

Tell Us Your Stories!
What Canst Thou Say is a worship-sharing group in print. WCTS has 
a vision—we want to tell the world that God is much more various and 
wonderful than our skeptical culture allows. We hope to help Friends be 
tender and open to the Spirit. Please share your stories. Articles that best 
communicate to our readers generally focus on specific events and are 
written in the first person.  
We welcome submissions of articles of 350-1500 words and artwork—line 
drawings or artwork suitable for black and white reproduction. Please 
send your text submissions in Word or generic text format and artwork in 
high resolution jpeg files. Photocopied art and typed submissions are also 
accepted. Send via email to <mariellen.gilpin@gmail.com> or diskette, or 
hard copy to WCTS, 818 W. Columbia, Champaign, IL 61820. 
All authors and artists retain copyright to their articles and artwork published 
in WCTS. WCTS retains the right to publish initially and also to reprint in 
WCTS anthologies. If you want to reprint an article from WCTS, please 
contact us for permission. 

–The Editorial Team: Mariellen Gilpin, Judy Lumb, and Michael Resman

their child has created a link between 
themselves and the invisible world.”  
His own interest in these matters 
came because one night his 7-year-old 
daughter told him about her angel, who 
was present, and he listened.  

He concludes, “Children are evo-
lution’s arrow.  And when we join with 
them they can help lead us to the front 
edge of the wave of creation.”
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Created for a 
Divine Purpose

Zarinea Zolivea

As a child, I intuitively “knew” 
that fairies, leperchauns, elves, 

divas, unicorns, mermaids, and spirits 
existed. I enjoyed talking about what 
I had read in the classic stories in my 
father’s library. While discussing one 
of the tales with my father, he said, “Ah 
humbug, all of these stories are only 
the imagination of the writer, and there 
is not a shred of evidence that any of 
them are literally true. They are only 
what we call fairy tales.”

From then on, I never discussed 
any of this anymore with either my 
father or mother, nor with anyone else, 
until I matured. Then I started read-
ing about other people’s experiences, 
which happily verified my childhood 
intuition. In my own experience, I 
believe that these other creatures 
were created for a divine purpose 
that perhaps supercedes our human 
understanding.

It would have helped if my parents 
had been open to allowing me my 

“fantasies,” but on the other hand, they 
did awaken me about what the average 
thinker believes in today’s world.  For 
that I am grateful, as I learned early 
not to act naïve.

My thought has always been that it 
is impossible to write about something 
without experience, unless you write 
about other people’s visions or dreams.  
And then, where did they get their 
ideas?  Somebody had to have had real 
instances occurring in his or her life.

Fortunately, when my mother died, 
I knew she had passed away. The day 
and time of her death verified my inner 
feelings of just knowing. Because 
of how my parents had handled my 
childhood feelings concerning “other 
creatures,” I allowed my daughter full 
rein in expressing her beliefs when she 
was a small child, because she reported 
that my mother appeared to her several 
times after her death.

With my daughter’s own intuitive 
understanding of her experiences, she 
has always understood what to say to 
whom and when to be quiet. My own 
experience and example, coupled with 
her native intelligence, has taught her 
when and how to share her feelings.  
Fortunately, as a teacher, I was able to 
be very sensitive to children’s feelings 
and imaginations. As a result, I was 
able to tune in, so to speak, to the chil-
dren. It helped me be a better educator.

My curiosity has had no limits 
since childhood. I have continued to 
read, pray, and meditate. My aware-
ness has continually validated my 
early feelings as well as expanded my 
spiritual vistas.  For this, I am eternally 
grateful to divine spirit.

Zarinea Zolivea is a retired minister 
and teacher. She is now a volunteer 
tutor to illiterate adults. She espouses 
the Quaker philosophy, and attends 
Claremont Meeting (California) whenever 
possible. Her spiritual practice continues 
via reading, writing, meditating, and 
practicing yoga.
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War! Within and 
Without

Alicia Adams

I was in serious trouble. When I 
was very young, infancy to age 

three, I had a number of Near Death 
Experiences (NDEs) caused by near-
suffocation. I learned to hold my 
breath, put my body into suspension, 
and leave it to fly up into the Light of 
my Home. My child’s ability to main-
tain my body’s life without breathing, 
connecting with higher spiritual realms 
as I did so, has been the foundation for 
my unusual gifts.

In fall of 1956, my family moved 
to Norfolk, Virginia from northeastern 
Ohio. My new seventh-grade English 
teacher read our class a fictional book 
featuring a young man who fought for 
the Confederacy. I was an unwilling 
listener to this account of the horror of 
war. Day and night I relived my past 
life personal war experiences, of a trau-
matic lifetime and death during World 
War II. I had been a young French 
woman, Nicole, who was imprisoned, 
tortured, and shot by the Nazis. Much 
of this I had relived since I was five. 
At age five, my father began raping 
me while I slept. The trauma of this 
resonated with my past life experiences 
in France.

As I’ve since learned from the 
ones who guide and protect me, our 
Teachers, today’s trauma resonates 
with trauma of similar experiences, 
whether in this lifetime or in another 
one. This compounds our wounding. 
I didn’t have a frame of reference to 
comprehend why I was experiencing 
this, but I never doubted my experi-
ence. I’d been experiencing other life-
times since I was very small. Initially 
these were benign. This changed with 
trauma.

When I was in eighth grade, 
my past life war memories became 

overlaid with memories of migrant 
camps I’d visited the previous spring. 
The conditions of the migrants were 
similar to Nicole’s experiences: starv-
ing people in freezing weather with 
inadequate clothing and shelter, a 
fenced camp guarded by a man with 
a gun, and suffering children. On this 
migrant camp trip with my mother’s 
church group, Nicole’s war experi-
ences merged powerfully with those 
of my current self. I realized that my 
country, supposedly at peace, was 
secretly at war. Only a country at war 
would cause such suffering. My war-
time memories surfaced again, during 
the day as well as at night.

During that spring of eighth grade, 
my English teacher gave us a writing 
assignment. We were instructed to 
write about an event that was very 
important to us. She told us it could 
be a happy event or one that frightened 
us. We needed to write it as though it 
were happening to us right now. I wrote 
of what was repeating in me. I was a 
young woman, seriously injured by 

torture, who was waiting in line to be 
shot by a firing squad.

Naturally my teacher couldn’t 
see this as a real experience. She told 
me I’d disobeyed her instructions. I 
took my paper home and showed it 
to my mother. She laughed. “You’ve 
only been in the South for a short 
time and you are already writing like 
a Southerner!” she commented. (I’d 
spelled dead as “daid.”) Her reaction 
convinced me that I couldn’t share my 
experiences with adults. How could I 
survive this by myself?

 Something hardened within me. I 
knew I had to be strong, as Horse, my 
flying shamanic guardian, had taught 
me. For the second time in my life, I 
longed to be out of this world, to go 
Home. Home was golden Light and 
friends. I was Home before I was born. 

Alicia Adams (Her birth name is Claire 
McCrea.) is a frequent contributor to 
WCTS. Her first book, First Light: Flight 
from Fear has just been published. It will 
be available through Amazon.com, major 
book retailers, and <newlightshift.com>

Daid!
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A Trick of the Light
Mariellen Gilpin

When I was probably four, I asked 
my mother about “the pretty 

colors” I saw sometimes if I looked 
around me in a certain frame of mind. 
She assured me it was a “trick of the 
light,” and nothing special. I often saw 
the pretty colors thereafter. 

One day when I was eleven, I saw 
the colors again. I knew my mother 
was wrong: the colors happened in all 
kinds of lighting conditions.  But, I was 
all grown up now, and I should stop 
doing this kid-thing. From then until 
just a few years ago, I did not see the 
pretty colors. 

Then one evening, Friends gath-
ered at the home of a Friend to pray for 
a baby who had suffered a traumatic 
birth.  I happened to look around at 
the others in our praying circle, and 
saw their auras, every one of them, 
but our hostess had the most beautiful 
aura, white with rainbow sparkles... 
“the pretty colors”.... Her aura was so 
beautifully articulated that she had the 
sweetest, most perfect little halo. 

I realized I’d seen my own aura 
when I was little, and now was re-
claiming my inheritance, after a 
sixty-year detour into rationalism.  The 
pretty colors really were a trick—a 
trick of the Light.

Mariellen Gilpin is an editor of What 
Canst Thou Say? and has been part of 
Urbana-Champaign meeting, Illinois, for 
49 years.
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Staying True

A book review on the QuakerQuaker 
website has caught the collec-

tive eyes of the editors of this issue 
of WCTS? The review is by Iris 
Graville who states at the outset, “the 
world could use a few more spiritual 
memoirs.” The book is Staying True—
Musings of an Odd-duck Quaker 
Lesbian Approaching Death. It is Lynn 
Waddington’s memoir put together 
by her life partner, Margaret Sorrel 
after Lynn’s death. It was an experi-
ence along the Delaware  River in 
early adolescence that is quoted in the 
review that led us to offer our readers 
this link <quakerquaker.org/profiles/
blogs/book-review-staying-true>.

The Secret Spiritual 
World of Children

“Many parents have told me how their 
child has created a link between them-
selves and the invisible world.”  

His own interest in these matters 
came because one night his 7-year-old 
daughter told him about her angel, who 
was present, and he listened.  

He concludes, “Children are evolu-
tion’s arrow.  And when we join with 
them they can help lead us to the front 
edge of the wave of creation.”

Hart, Tobin H. (2003).  The Secret Spiritual 
World of Children.  Maui, HI, Inner Ocean 
Publishing.  280 pp.

Two Books
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May 2013
Meaning from Despair
Editor: Anne Scherer with 
Mike Resman 
I cry aloud to God; and he hears 
me. Psalm 77:1-2. In times of 
great despair, we reach out from 
this place of darkness to the 
Light. What is it about the human 
condition that keeps us searching 
for solace, reaching out, “crying 
to God”? What we do with this 
cry can create meaning or keep 
us in darkness. Tell us when and 
how meaning has been created 
from your despair. Is there a 
difference between prayer that 
creates meaning and one that digs 
us deeper?

Deadline: February 15, 2013

August 2013 
Literature as Revelation
Guest Editor: Bill Mueller with 
Judy Lumb 
Has the Bible, or any other kind of 
literature, ever brought you face-to-
face with the human condition, the 
Great Spirit (Living God), an inef-
fable sense of beauty, or a sense of 
union with everything in creation? 
How was this revelation different 
from other kinds? Did this experience 
change your life? Was the change 
temporary, permanent, or both? What 
spiritual literature most speaks to 
your condition, and why? Share your 
stories, and the passages that changed 
you, with our readers. 

Deadline: May 15, 2013 

February 2013
Prophecy
Editor: Margery Post Abbott 
with Judy Lumb
And afterward, I will pour out my 
Spirit on all people. Your sons and 
daughters will prophesy, your old 
men will dream dreams, your young 
men will see visions. (Joel 2:28 NIV)
Have you ever experienced what 
you might call a “prophetic” vision 
(auditory, visual or otherwise)? What 
makes you name it as prophetic? 
How does it feel or seem different 
from other mystical experiences? 
How did you know it was a true 
vision? What did it lead you to do 
or say and what response did you 
receive?

Deadline: November 15, 2012 


