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Divine Revelation: Cemeteries and Connectedness           tonya thames taylor 

What Canst Thou Say?

From the Guest Editor:
My call to explore sacred space began years ago with a pilgrimage, 
first around Wisconsin, then  to sites around the world.  As pilgrim-
poet,  I listened, prayed, and wrote the poetry that became  “Prayer 
of the World”:  the voice of  stone, sea and all of creation, calling  
us to awaken to the song of life.   My husband’s  luminous nature 
photographs  and  Friends gifted in music and dance have helped 
to express this prayer. We continue to look for new ways to share 
this prayer of  the sacred space that is earth herself.
In preparing this issue it has been a joy to read of others’ 
experiences of sacred space and the wisdom gleaned from these 
experiences.  It has been a joy to see the diverse and creative 
insights, places and connections which these writers share with 
us--from alpine tundra to cemetery gravestone, from Greek church 
to Box Turtles to House of Light-- and more. It is a joy to share 
with you this issue exploring sacred space, within and without.
We received so many outstanding submissions that we are 
also offering a web version on our website <whatcantthousay.
org>. There you will find articles, poems and artwork that reflect 
contributors’ gifts—sharing numinous moments, insights gained, 
and lives changed. 

—Kathleen Maia Tapp

Cemeteries serve as my sacred places. They lend them-
selves to a monastic practice of waiting for revelations 

from God. They comfort in the most intrinsic way. At a 
cemetery, there is no judgment of my decisions, no question-
ing of my humanity, and no defilement of my most intimate, 
vulnerable moments. They provide quiet, meditative spaces 
that channel creativity, love, and awareness. 

I first discovered this sacred, tranquil place when I was 
13 years old.

Not far from the apartment complex 
where I came of age and the elementary 
school I attended, there is a sizable ceme-
tery containing the most ornate tombstones 
and mausoleums.

I vividly remember my first contem-
plative cemetery visit. For about an hour, 
after my first, disastrous, unofficial lunch 
date, I aimlessly walked.  Not yet skilled 
in the art of dating, I mentally debated 
if allowing him to win at a video game, 
Ms. Pac-Man, would have made him feel 
better about sharing time with me. Lost in 
thought, I also got lost in time and realized 
that I had wandered into this cemetery.

As I looked around, a wide tombstone 
captivated my attention. It covered two 
graves and had ANDERSON in large let-
ters at the head of the grave. Then, I saw 
“Wife Mary” and “Husband Bennie.” 
Questions flooded my mind: Who were 
they? How long were they married? Were 
they happily married? Did they have chil-
dren? I examined their long lives; at the 
time of death, Mary was 82 and Bennie 
was 72 and a war veteran.

On this initial visit, I became fixated on locating the 
grave of the person who had  lived the longest, until I found 
myself standing before a freshly dug grave. There, in the 
Mississippi heat my attention shifted and I began wondering 
about my own life. Was I ever going to travel elsewhere other 
than visiting my country cousins in Newton, Mississippi? 
Would that boy tell other boys that I was a show-off?  What 
would happen to my Archie comic books if death were to 
visit me?
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What Canst Thou Say? (WCTS) 
is an independent publication 
coperatively produced by Friends 
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, Richard Himmer, Judy 
Lumb, Grayce Mesner, Rhonda 
Pfa l t zg ra f f -Car l son ,  M ike 
Resman, Earl Smith, and Eleanor 
Warnock. 
Tell us your stories! WCTS is a 
worship-sharing group in print. 
We hope to help Friends be 
tender and open to the Spirit. 
Articles that best communicate 
to our readers focus on specific 
events and are written in the first 
person. We welcome submissions 
of articles less than 1500 words 
and artwork suitable for black and 
white reproduction. 
Please send your text sub-
missions 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 <wctseditors@gmail.com> 
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 to reprint in WCTS 
anthologies. If you want to reprint 
an article from WCTS, please 
contact us for permission. We 
will make every effort to contact 
the author. If that is not possible, 
we may grant permission and ask 
that a copy be sent to the Meeting 
last attended by the author.
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, 61-80), 
and $60 for a complete set to the 
current issue. Email subscriptions 
are $5 per year. Send subscription 
correspondence to Richard Himmer 
<WhatCanstThouSay@verizon.
net> or WCTS, 1035 Hereford 
Drive, Blue Bell PA 19422-1925.

Before I knew it, I was leaning on 
the back of a tombstone, wondering 
about all the people who had once lived 
and now rested in graves. A revelation 
came to me that cemeteries, like funer-
als, are for the living.

Cemeteries remind me that people 
lived, loved, worked, played, and expe-
rienced this place.  When I was 18, for 
the first time, I visited my maternal 
grandfather’s grave. Seeing the name 
WILLIE THAMES on the grave made 
me feel closer to him, although he died 
when I was two.  Still, this connection 
to his grave rooted my knowledge that 
there were people who contributed to 
my existence long before I came to be. 

When I travel, I visit cemeter-
ies.  At Mount Vernon Cemetery in 
Chambersburg, PA, I saw one that 
captured my awareness and made me 
fall to my knees: “BORN A SLAVE.” 
These three words connected this 
human, once considered an object 
or piece of property like a chair, to a 
historical context, social custom, and 
political commentary. Those three 
words provided one of the best slave 
narratives I had ever read because it 
ignited interest in the person who was 
no longer alive and I did not know, but 
with whom I connected.  “BORN A 
SLAVE” created awareness. 

Awareness is the first step to action. 
One decides to be indifferent, tacit, or 
to perform an action. Cemeteries, like 
my unprogrammed Quaker meetings, 
create spaces to center and be available 
to revelation.

Cemeteries are those sacred places 
that help me to appreciate, affirm, and 
facilitate my personal creed: How I 
spend my time is how I worship The 
Divine Spirit of All. 
A convinced Quaker, tonya thames taylor 
(intentionally lower case) worships 
at Fallowfield Friends in Coatesville, 
PA. Born and reared in Gulfport, MS, 
she is a human rights activist, amateur 
photographer, yoga enthusiast, and college 
professor of history. She enjoys horseback 
riding.  Connect to her @tonyathames 
(twitter) and tonya@tonyathames.com.

The Box Turtles 
Speak

 Julie Hliboki

In my late thirties, searching for a 
place to live that supported healthy 

wildlife, I uncovered a beautiful 
20-acre property. After purchasing 
the home and land I discovered a 
colony of Eastern Box Turtles on my 
property and on the 140-acres next 
door.  I was interested in protecting this 
rare species, but had limited financial 
resources. 

Along with three other individu-
als, I founded the Southwest Michigan 
Land Conservancy (SWMLC) in 1991 
to protect local environmentally sensi-
tive lands.  At the top of my list was the 
land next door supporting the Eastern 
Box Turtle population, the last breed-
ing population in Michigan.

I facilitated securing SWMLC’s 
non-profit status, created an endow-
ment fund, and procured its first grant.   
During its initial two years, SWMLC 
prospered, and we looked at ways to 
protect the 1,000 Eastern Box Turtles 
living on my property and surrounding 
lands.  The land was expensive and 
would take more resources than I, or 
SWMLC, had.  The financial demands 
raised the question if this was my lead-
ing.  Was it “my work” to protect these 
small creatures?  I prayed for clarity 
and a sign…and it came.

One spring day in 1996 I had a 
holistic awakening.  (Years prior to this 
experience, I had engaged in mental 
self-awareness expansion practices and 
physical somatic wisdom exercises, 
and I completed a three-year graduate 
certificate program at the Crossroads 
Institute in Holistic Healing Arts.) On 
this beautiful, springtide morning I was 
pulling garlic mustard on the 140-acre 
habitat that I hoped to preserve.  Taking 
a break, I sat in quiet contemplation on 
a fallen log, listening to the wind rus-
tling through the pine forest.  I realized 
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my eyes were not focusing correctly.  
After blinking several times, I shook 
my head slightly, and rubbed my eyes.  
I closed my eyes to rest them.  After 
a few minutes, I opened them and had 
the sensation that I was seeing through 
someone else’s eyes.  

Rather than my normal percep-
tions, I saw patterns, fuzzy shapes, 
and sharp light and dark contrasts.  
My view was only about six inches 
off the ground (even though my head 
was physically about three feet above 
the ground as I sat on the log), and my 
gaze kept being drawn toward the open 
sunlit areas behind me.  I experienced a 
physical sensation of wanting to close 
up, curl up in a ball, and bury myself 
in a hole in the ground.  My body knew 
that I belonged under the dirt where it 
was cool, moist, and contained.

I began also to notice some con-
cerns about the experience.  I wanted to 
stay with it, and reassured myself that 
I was safe.  After a few more minutes, 
my focus and physical posture shifted 
so that I could stare at the sunlit glen.  
My entire body began to tingle and my 
mind became completely still.  Over 
the next half-hour or so, the entire 
area surrounding me filled with bright 
sunlight as far as I could see.  I experi-
enced a oneness, an interconnectedness 
with the planet and all of its wondrous 
creatures.  Time suspended, emotions 

cleared, and unconditional love per-
meated everything.  At that moment, 
I experienced the deep harmonious 
connection with all life and the inher-
ent value in everything.  

In retrospect, it might seem obvi-
ous that the transition I experienced 
was that of a Box Turtle.  Box Turtle 
behavior includes moving toward 
sunny spots, burying in the dirt, and 
viewing the world from six inches off 
the ground.  I also suspect that they 
have a keen sense of interconnected-
ness with each other, and are aware 
of oneness with their environment.  
During the transformative process, I 
failed to recognize the Box Turtle con-
nection.  The holistic experience fully 
engaged my body, mind, and spirit.  

Some might claim that perhaps 
Box Turtles were attempting to com-
municate with me, to show me their 
world through direct experience, or to 
help me understand what they needed 
in my quest to protect them.  Experts 
studying animal telepathy have writ-
ten about the ways in which species 
communicate.  Perhaps  after working 
with the Eastern Box Turtles for sev-
eral years, my mind was open to this 
experience.

As I experienced the resulting 
wondrous joy and wisdom, I felt a 
need to share this understanding with 
others. I heard myself asking, “How 

can I help increase awareness of the 
inherent value in all living things?” 
There is so much to be aware of in the 
ways we treat our bodies and minds, 
interact with others, regard animals, 
behave toward nature, and function as 
individuals, communities, and nations.  
Based on this awakening, somehow I 
knew that a financial solution would 
present itself shortly…and it did.

A few days later I was thinking 
about how I would go about protecting 
this incredible land and helping others 
understand its value.  I would need a 
large amount of capital.  I decided the 
best, yet most risky, pursuit would 
be to build and launch an Internet 
company with the hopes of selling 
it for a profit.  Friends and I already 
had a wonderful software idea that 
might revolutionize the way in which 
people used the web.  If successful, I 
could use the profits from the sale of 
the company to buy land, protect spe-
cies, and create a sustainable future for 
biodiversity.  

Over the next four years, all of this 
unfolded beautifully – the company, its 
sale, and the profits allocated to land 
preservation.  I am happy to say that, 
to this day, a decade later, the Box 
Turtles and their habitat are protected 
in perpetuity.
Julie Hliboki’s quest for the Beloved 
involves exploring the Sacred Light 
through creative arts, contemplative 
practice, interfaith appreciation, and 
nature immersion. As a certified 
professional coach, expressive arts 
educator, and spiritual director, she 
works with individuals and groups 
to deepen their own sense of the 
Sacred Light. Julie is the author of 
The Breath of God: Thirty-Three 
Invitations to Embody Holy Wisdom, 
Cultivating Compassion in an Interfaith 
World: 99 Meditations to Embrace the 
Beloved, and Replenish: Thirty-Three 
Openings to the Sacred. She lives in 
Atlanta with her beloved, David. For 
more information, please visit: www.
JulieHliboki.com

Learning to Live with the Standing People
Adrian Ayres Fisher

“...whenever I went outside—walking in my quiet neighborhood, driving 
a favorite route along a forest preserve, strolling in a nearby park—an 
immense psychic pressure, like a new, invisible kind of light, poured 
down from trees and sky. It was as though the trees in particular were 
demanding to know: What are you doing for us? Just what are you 
doing? How are you helping us?”... (read more in the web version 
<whatcanstthoutsay.org>)
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As a practicing birthright Friend 
I’ve always found a certain fasci-

nation in some aspects of Catholicism. 
Does it perhaps have something to do 
with our shared mysticism, recognized 
and celebrated in ways more overt than 
what we normally experience sitting 
in our silent Meeting for Worship? I 
really don’t know.

  I never once imagined, however, 
that I’d find a sacred place that soothed 
a painful longing in my heart and spirit 
while travelling in Greece.

 I first visited Santorini, or Thira, 
ten years ago while tagging along on 
a school trip with my younger son. It’s 
a crescent-shaped island, the southern-
most of the Cyclades Islands, due north 
of Crete. The island is the remains of 
a volcanic caldera formed by a mas-
sive eruption during the Minoan era. 
The capital city of Fira sits atop high 
cliffs which provide a stunning view 
of the sea and nearby islands, and is 
accessible by cable car, donkey path or, 
more boringly, the bus from the port of 
Skala. At the time the place had a spe-
cial “feel” I never could explain; I only 
knew I really wanted to go back.  Four 
years later, on a cruise, I was thrilled 
to discover we’d be dropping anchor at 
Santorini – again for just a few hours. 
There was a very strong pull, a kind 
of “knowing” that I must, absolutely 
must, spend some time walking around 
Fira. Alone.

I was two decades into a rela-
tionship that wasn’t right for me. 
Feelings of obligation kept me there, 
and it seemed the essential “me” was 
depleted down to a mere wisp of the 
person who’d once felt strong and 
certain in who she was. This island 
stop was near the end of the cruise, and 
“tourism fatigue” had set in. I was so 
tired of being amidst masses of people 
(and overwhelming affluence) with 
no quiet space to simply “be” for any 
satisfying length of time.

When the bus tour of the island 
concluded, I told my partner that I 
wanted to walk around for a while 
and would find my own way back to 
the ship. It was glorious to be walk-
ing solo in a place – yes, inevitably 
jammed with tourists – where for a 
short while there were absolutely no 
expectations of me. I did a bit of shop-
ping. At the same time, I grew aware 
of a mounting intense pull, so tangible, 
that urgency seized me. I had a map of 
Fira. Suddenly I knew I had to see the 
churches.

I stopped in the nearest chapel. It 
was simply that – a chapel. I stepped 
inside the Greek Orthodox cathedral. 
It was beautiful, but that certainly 
didn’t warrant the compelling urgency. 
I visited a cultural centre. It was inter-
esting – but again, nothing “clicked”. 
Two churches stood nearby – a big one 
and a small one. I opted for the smaller 
one. There I was immediately greeted 
by two impressions: a sign welcoming 
visitors but also requesting silence; 
and the purest, most ethereal singing. 
I thought at first it might be children’s 
voices but soon realized it must be 
women singing the plainsong chant.

The singing drew me inside. It 
clearly wasn’t a recording, yet I could 
see no one apart from a few people 
scattered throughout the sanctuary, 
including a woman wearing dark 
business clothes sitting near the front. 
Exhausted, overwhelmed and deeply 
struck by the incredible beauty of the 
music, I settled on one of the back 
pews. Closing my eyes, I sat bathed in 
the timeless chant. Here, at last, I could 
truly let go, even slip into a worshipful 
silence. Before long tears were stream-
ing down my face, cleansing, healing 
tears in a time of soul-deep weariness.  
Intermittently I sat, then knelt, sat 
again, then knelt. From time to time 
I opened my eyes to look around and 
saw that while many people came and 

went, the solitary woman remained at 
the front. I began wondering if I should 
leave – but the singing continued and 
I was powerless in its thrall. When it 
finally stopped, the silence was deep 
and rich.

Then, “Excuse me.”
I looked up and saw the woman 

who’d been there throughout. Now 
she was standing beside me. “I have to 
lock up now,” she said, and welcomed 
me to come back in a couple of hours.

I mumbled some sort of apology 
and said I had to be back on the ship 
by then.

We walked out together; I learned 
that it was a Dominican nuns’ chapel. 
Standing outside in the clear sunlight, 
the woman asked my name and where I 
was from. Although I thought it wasn’t 
of any importance, she insisted. So I 
told her my name and that I was from 
Canada.

“The sisters will pray for you,” she 
said, and drew me into a hug.

Quick tears again rose in my eyes 
– as they still do when I think back to 
that sacred moment nearly six years 
ago. After we parted ways I went 
to stand at a railing overlooking the 
spectacular cliffside view of sea and 
islands. Something in my heart had 
opened; I was cleansed, blessed, and 
miraculously felt my spirit able to once 
again reach out with hope.

I’d never imagined I might find 
such a sacred, holy place on a very 
small Greek island. But life is like that, 
with blessings unexpectedly showering 
down upon us in times of need.

Alison Lohans worships with the tiny 
Regina Allowed Meeting in Regina, 
Saskatchewan. She writes children’s books 
and, for the past two years, has been 
singing with Campion Schola, a small 
chant choir of the local Jesuit college. 
Singing in this group is yet another sacred 
space.   

A Santorini Blessing
Alison Lohans
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There are some houses that shimmer 
with light. This is one of them. In 

the morning the northwest greeting 
light filters over a ridge in the east, a 
rooftop across the street, the branches, 
twigs, and leaves of two birch trees in 
the front yard, and through the newly 
installed energy efficient windows. It 
travels over my shoulder as I sit on a 
newly chosen muted aqua sofa and 
embeds itself in the short strands of a 
woven wool rug. The particles of light 
brush newly painted walls of taupe and 
then mingle with light coming from a 
glass sundeck door that will wait until 
afternoon to receive its fullest share 
of light.

 My daily wanderings within 
this house follow the arc of the light as 
it shifts during the day. So it is natural 
to read the morning newspaper and 
drink the morning coffee while sit-
ting and blending with the light of the 
morning. It’s natural to prepare lunch 
while standing at the sink looking 
south, relishing the view of trees and 
friendly homes nearby. It’s natural to 
eat a meal at a small table in the sun-
room that envelops the western tree-
framed sun through three very large 
windows. 

It’s easy to feel the wonder of the 
beauty and grace of this newly remod-
eled 1928 Arts and Crafts bungalow in 
an old Seattle neighborhood.

For eighteen months a general 
contractor associated with Friends 
supervised his subcontractors who 
turned this building into a place that 
now can hold anyone in the Light with 
more warmth and better ease of  move-
ment.   

There are now rooms with little 
or no furniture, harboring much light 

– and waiting. Three floors means one 
can be doing something on the top floor 
while someone else can be doing some-
thing else on the bottom floor and there 
will still be a sense of solitude.  

In an upstairs bedroom, a skylight 
and three large windows tucked into 
angular ceiling spaces let the light 
carom off corners and dance, just 
for the delight of dancing. Secretly, I 
sit and watch and don’t move while 
watching.

 This house, in which lots of 
loving and laughter has happened over 
the decades, where two children were 
conceived, is now an anchor resting on 
revered ground waiting for articulation 
of the Leading that will reveal how its 
purpose and mine can mesh. 

 “A Room of My Own” a la 
Virginia Woolf, has become for me, 
for this time at least, “A Home of My 
Own.”  As a woman in my seventh 
decade now, who was a fervent part 
of the second feminist movement in 
the USA, and who craves at a deepest 
level a place and time and purpose for 
receiving and expressing, this Place 
does it for me. I don’t want to share it.

Joy Belle Conrad-Rice commutes between 
Seattle and Kamloops, British Columbia, 
Canada, where she is a member of Vernon 
Monthly Meeting in interior British 
Columbia, formerly of University Friends 
Meeting in Seattle, Washington.

A Home of My Own
Joy Belle Conrad-Rice

A Plea from the Gulf
Kathleen Maia Tapp

In my pilgrimage  writing Prayer of 
the World  many prayerful words 

were given at many sacred places 
around the world.  My experience at 
one site was different than the others. 

In July 2010, at the time of the  
oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico, I went 
to the gulf shore in Mississippi, to 
listen, to write, to pray.  The heat and 
humidity were worse than I had ever 
experienced, making me light headed 
and dizzy.  I could only venture outside 
before 7:00 a.m. or after 7:00 p.m.  
Making my way across the oil-streaked 
sand, searching for a place to sit by the 
shoreline, looking out at the water, I 
felt like I was keeping vigil beside a 
sickbed.  I felt the grief, the illness of 
the Gulf.  The writing from this place 
unlike that from other places.  The 
Gulf was not so much giving words 
as  asking for them, pleading for them, 
asking for the prayer:

“Sing  the song that has been given.
Please heal me.  
Sing me back to strength.
The time of the singing is here.”

Now,  four years later,  I under-
stand that time at the Gulf and the 
words from the Gulf as  a reflection  
of Earth herself, calling ever more 
urgently and desperately:  “Please heal 
me.  Sing me back to strength.  The 
time of the singing is here.”

And I continue to listen deeply 
for ways to further share Prayer of the 
World.

Kathleen Maia Tapp is a member of Beloit 
Meeting, Beloit, Wisconsin. She has been a 
writer all her life.  At this time of her life, 
she is following a pilgrim call that involves 
prayer for and of the earth. 
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For about 35 years, the only way I 
ever used the phrase “fieldwork in 

the barrens” was to describe a summer 
spent doing ecological research in the 
vast Barren-Grounds of the central 
Canadian arctic.  

This is a tundra landscape, inhos-
pitable at best, hostile at worst.  The 
only reliable access is by float plane 
or helicopter.  Once on the ground, the 
going is difficult. Uplands are mostly 
rocky ground moraine.  And beneath 
the boggy lowlands,  the permafrost 
lies mere inches from the mossy sur-
face.  Few birds and mammals inhabit 
the Barrens, and vegetation is sparse.  
A flyover, even at low altitude, reveals 
little discernible plant life.  

   There are wildflowers in the 
tundra, however, and it is well worth 
the effort to get down on hands and 
knees to appreciate their delicate 
beauty.  They function almost as grace 
notes in that landscape.  However, for 
folks who find awe and grandeur in 
mountains and forests and seascapes, 
the flat dun-colored and rock-strewn 
tundra of the Barren-Grounds can 
offer little for the eye to settle upon 
and revel in.

    My take was different.  I had 
moved out to Alberta just shy of turn-
ing 25, after a lifetime spent in New 
England, and was immediately taken 

by the prairies—all that sky!   From 
there it really wasn’t much of a stretch 
to feel a similar joy in the “big skies” 
of the tundra, although there was 
something very different between the 
skyscapes of prairie and tundra.  The 
prairie sky often arched high above, 
and was visually separate due to its 
brilliant blue contrasted against the 
gold-yellow-ochre tones of the grass-
lands.  In the tundra, however, the 
low-level overcast skies  were almost 
a mirror image of the tundra itself.  
Often it was difficult to even pick out 
the actual line of the horizon.  There 
was a sense that the ground was con-
nected to the sky, hinge-like, at the 
horizon—that if I walked far enough 
I would be able to reach up and touch 
the heavens with my fingertips.  I have 
never experienced this sensation, this 
perception, anywhere else.

    There were other times, as well, 
when a unique and awe-some sensation 
was felt.  This happened in the most 
isolated areas--so remote, and so bereft 
of plant and animal life, that when I 
wandered far from the float plane, I 
had the very distinct sense that I was 
the first human ever to stand there-- an 
almost insulated feeling marked by 
inner hush, and stillness, and rever-
ence.  This is the closest I have ever 
been to a sacred place.

 - - - - -

A Child Finds 
Infinity

Lillian Heldreth

One of the places 
God walks
Is on the Grafton Road 
of a winter midnight.

It’s so cold on that road
my breath freezes 
on the car window
when I peek through.

I see the lights of houses flash,
warm for a moment,
then go out,
snuffed by snowflakes.

I know God walks there,
Pacing from ridge to ridge.
To Him the stars are 
like my tiny houses.

He hasn’t time 
to stop and warm
or eat a bite of cake
before they’re gone.

The daughter of a Baptist minister, 
Lillian Heldreth now worships after 
the manner of the Anishinaabe 
(Ojibwe), and finds sacred space 
to be where she always knew it 
was—outdoors. She is a Professor 
Emeritus of English and Native 
American studies, mother of two 
and grandmother of five, and would 
rather plant flowers or hike with the 
kids than houseclean.

Fieldwork in the Barrens
Steve Bradley

Inlook-Outlook Letter
WCTS reader, writer, and sometimes-editor Bill Mueller has a monthly 
letter that Friends might enjoy reading. The current issue contains an 
article about giving thanks for meaningful work even when it isn’t fun, 
and a brief Bible study on the feeding of the 5000.  Intrigued?  Email 
Bill at b-hutch-m@twcny.rr.com to request an electronic subscription.
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    Maps of the Canadian arctic, 
circa mid-70s, were not entirely reli-
able – not everything denoted on a map 
was apparent on the ground, not every-
thing on the ground was designated on 
the map.  Cartographers and explorers 
have several terms to describe such 
occurrences:  uncharted territory; terra 
incognita; sleeping beauties; and as 
applied on maps themselves, “P.D.—
Position Doubtful”.  The biographer 
Nicholas Crane once wrote that “maps 
codify the miracle of existence”,  and 
while that statement fully resonates 
with me, my own experience with 
arctic maps wants me to amend it 
to read “maps codify the miracle of 
Mystery.”  As much as I have ever felt a 
sense of mystery on Earth, in Creation 
as I know it firsthand, it was during my 
time spent in the tundra landscapes of 
the arctic.    

    Only very recently have I begun 
to view  “fieldwork in the barrens” as 
having deeper significance than simply 
describing my ecological research, 
back when.  And I now use those 
other terms—uncharted territory, terra 
incognita, and especially “position 
doubtful “—as a way of expressing 
and accounting for the many, many 
decades in which I had no sense of 
any true spiritual life.  At an early age 
I stopped thinking in conventional 
spiritual terms, and maintained this 
inner landscape—my own Barren 
grounds—for well over fifty years (I 

am now 65).  The past few years have 
found me in effect doing fieldwork 
in this inner uncharted territory that I 
never expected to visit. 

    But the nebulous has become 
numinous, and some aspect of the 
ethereal nature of the tundra seems 
to apply my own spirituality.  I now 
think back to the “grace notes” of those 
arctic flowers—tiny, and infrequent, 
and serving almost as embellishments 
in the vast score of the tundra—and 
see how my life has become punctu-
ated by different notes of grace.  These 
find their expression in serving the 
homeless and disadvantaged clients 
of Ottawa Mission, and delivering 
programs to prison inmates.  Just as 
the arctic is out of sight and mind for 
most people, so too are those who 
make up the underclass of our society.  
Quakers believe that there is that of 
God in everyone.  The Alternatives to 
Violence Project works to reach that 
something good in others.  Thus, grace 
for me is in helping others find their 
own grace.  

   Spiritual writer Anne Lamott has 
written, I do not at all understand the 
mystery of grace—only that it meets 
us where we are but does not leave us 
where it found us. Much has changed 
with me  and I am in a very different 
place now; is grace behind all of this?  
Regardless, the terrain still before me 
is vast, and, like the tundra, my own 
inner landscape is elemental; spiritu-
ally, fieldwork in the barrens continues.

A spiritual cicada of epic proportions, 
Steven Bradley attended Beacon Hill 
Friends House a few times in 1969-70,then 
went “underground” for 40-plus years 
before finally emerging, relatively recently; 
he is now a member of Ottawa Monthly 
Meeting.  “The term position doubtful 
encapsulates my spiritual moorings for 
all those decades, and even now I can 
struggle with the second of the Three 
Pillars of Zen—the one of Great Doubt.  
Blessedly, however, the third pillar—Great 
Determination—keeps me scrabbling the 
scree slopes towards the first pillar—Great 
Faith.  (Is grace behind this, too?)”

Discovering My 
Sacred Place

Alicia Adams

Are there any Sacred Paces left 
for me?  I’m overwhelmed with 

grief. Those places I once experienced 
as sacred are no more. I can’t return to 
what was once sacred. I have changed. 
My life has changed. We humans have 
changed the shape of our planet.

As a young child, my Sacred Place 
was my grandparents’ rural property 
in western Pennsylvania. There in the 
woods, a stream ran over rocks and 
sang to me. My grandfather decorated 
a small sapling with gum drops and 
told us children it was a gift from the 
Woods’ Fairies. Magic! A power line 
destroyed the woods surrounding the 
waterfall; a freeway is now planned to 
run through our family property and 
the small town of Brush Valley, where 
our ancestors settled in frontier days.

When I was five, in a large maple 
tree on our family’s rural acres in 
northeastern Ohio, I met “Tree”, the 
sacred spirit of all the trees I climbed. 
“Tree”, my Earth Guardian, continues 
to connect me with Sacred Nature in 
diverse forms and places. Our rural 
land and its small village center, 
Bristolville, have become a subdivi-
sion of Warren. There are no fields and 
forests left in this area.

As a young adult, I discovered 
a labyrinth of coral canyons with 
myriads of colorful inhabitants while 
snorkeling off a deserted beach in 
Puerto Rico. I gloried in the crystal-
clear turquoise waters of the Sacred 
Sea. Now, the adjacent beach is lined 
with resort hotels. 

I worked as a nurses’ aide at a 
small hospital on the Grand Canyon’s 
south rim. The Canyon’s vastness and 
beauty became emblematic for me of 
the power and mystery of the Sacred. 
I visited Glen Canyon and adjacent 
ancient cliff dwellings.  My heart 

Longing for 
Sacred Space

Anne Scherer
Perhaps sacred places 
lie within each and every 
one of us;  we have no 
further to look, than within. 
... (from the web version 
<whatcanstthousay.org>)
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stretched, opened, and was gifted in 
these places now diminished and/or 
inaccessible due to the damming of the 
Colorado River.

What of those places where I 
once worshiped with others? One 
was Victoria Friends Meeting in 
Victoria, British Columbia. Another 
was Berkeley Monthly Meeting in 
Berkeley, California. I am still a 
member of Berkeley Meeting, but I 
can’t go there. I’ve become physically 
reactive to the intense energies and 
chemicals in densely settled areas. 
I’ve met with some members recently, 
but they don’t know the person I have 
become and I don’t know them. We 
haven’t worshiped together, over time, 
to create among us the energetic flow 
of the Sacred: Life Itself. 

Tonight as I was thinking about 
my sacred places, it occurred to me to 
ask, “Why were these sacred? Was it 
an intrinsic quality in the place, in the 
situations I experienced there, in my 
heart connection with the land and/
or people? Am I destined to experi-
ence sacred places only briefly before 
Life moves me on? Is it possible I’m 
missing the sacred now because I have 
inner filters which don’t allow me to 
recognize this when I’m immersed 
in it? What is this quality, this power 

which has lifted me, transported me out 
of my usual experience of myself into 
a far greater Reality: my experience of 
the sacred?”

I had a revelation. Sacred places 
are, for me, places where I respond 
to Soul. Is it possible that Soul is “out 
there”, separate from the one I think 
of as myself? Can “I” be truly present 
if, for me, the Sacred is missing?  Is 
it possible for me to live apart from 
Soul? No! This is not possible. I am 
Soul! I am Life. I am not the All of 
Life, but I am inseparable from Life. 
Those places I experience as Sacred 
are ones which pull me away from my 
false sense of self into unity with the 
powerful flow of greater Life. How 
can I experience Soul in these places 
unless I am the Soul aspect I bring into 
this experience?

Suddenly I saw this truth: each of 
us has within us that which we seek. 
We are those places, manifest, which 
are intrinsically Sacred! Can we open 
to this truth?  Can we open to our 
true selves?  This is the Sacred Place 
which cannot be taken from us by outer 
changes, outer losses. How can we lose 
ourselves?

I see that we all do this—all the 
time. We are caught in time: in an 
illusion that time is a one-way river 

which sweeps us along, willy-nilly, 
separating us from what and who we 
love. Perhaps it is, instead, a current 
of Life which offers us new opportu-
nities, new vistas: new experiences of 
the Sacred. We can only identify with 
new Sacred Places as we open to those 
Sacred Places in ourselves formerly 
unknown to us. 

As this revelation was taking root 
in me, Daniel put on a recording of 
violin music. Such joy bubbled up in 
me that I began to dance wildly, sliding 
across the linoleum floor, shaking my 
arms and body as though I was shaking 
out my illusions of limitation. Tonight 
I discovered my Sacred Place is right 
where I live: in the everyday setting of 
my home with my loved one. My body 
is responding with joy. Finally I’m get-
ting its message! It knows that it is my 
sacred place! Could I experience these 
physical places without the sensitivity 
and presence of my body?

Now I have a new perspective 
on my times of seeming-frailty and 
disability. These are just part of the 
flow of my life as a human. How do 
I move from a stuck place, a place 
of injury and limit, to one of greater 
freedom? I’ve been going through an 
intense period of clearing, on all levels. 
Even while I experience the pain and 
dysfunction sometimes involved, I’m 
expanding in ways new to me. My 
painful experiences are being trans-
formed as Soul is affirmed—in me! 
Now I know, from my experience: our 
Sacred Places, our Home Places, are 
where the Life in us resides, the Soul 
of All That Is.

Alicia Adams Alicia lives with her partner, 
Daniel Richards, on rural land in southwest 
New Mexico. Their current contacts with 
Friends are via email and telephone. They 
welcome correspondence at:  Alicia.dan@
gmail.com

Proceedings of First Gathering
Janice Stensrude volunteered to solicit contributions, edit, and pub-

lish the Proceedings of “Sharing our Stories: The First Annual Gathering 
of Friendly Mystics.” It is available for download at <whatcanstthousay.
org/first-gathering/> or a print copy can be ordered from Lulu.com. The 
full-color hardcover edition is $35 <lulu.com/shop/what-canst-thou-
say/proceedings-of-sharing-our-stories-the-first-annual-gathering-of-
friendly-mystics/hardcover/product-21568370.html> and the paperback 
edition in black and white is $11 <lulu.com/shop/what-canst-thou-say/
proceedings-of-sharing-our-stories-first-annual-gathering-of-friendly-
mystics/paperback/product-21568249.html>.
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SubScription form 
please send this form to: WCTS c/o Richard Himmer, 
  1035 Hereford Drive, Blue Bell PA 19422-1925
Enclosed is my check to What Canst Thou Say?
_____ $ 10 for a one-year subscription _____ $18 for two years 
_____ $ 5 for a one-year electronic subscription
_____ $ 60 for a complete set of back issues to the most current 
_____ $ 15 for partial sets (Issues 1–20, 21–40, 41–60, 61–80) 
_____ $ 1.50 for individual past issues
Enclosed is a contribution of $_____
I cannot afford $10, enclosed is $____
Name_______________________________________________
Address_____________________________________________
City, State, Zip________________________________________
Phone ________________ Email _________________________

WCTS 20th 
Anniversary 

The original What Canst Thou 
Say editorial team began publishing 
in 1994, so this year is our twentieth 
anniversary. Just as we did ten years 
ago, we plan to publish an anthology of 
the second ten years. The editorial team 
has begun compiling and organizing 
this anthology under a tentative theme 
“Intimacy with God.” We hope to go to 
press before the end of 2014.

Our tenth anniversary anthology 
Discovering God as Companion: Real 
Life Stories from What Canst Thou 
Say? is available from FGC Bookstore 
<quakerbooks.org> (800) 966-4556.

Greetings to Friends everywhere from the Participants in “Naming Our 
Spiritual Condition: The Second Annual Gathering of Friendly Mystics”: 

During our first annual gathering in June of 2013, a leading arose to “Name the Spiritual Condition 
of the World.” Over the course of the year by blog and email, we discerned that before we could 

name the spiritual condition of the world, we had to name our own spiritual condition. 
Just as at the first gathering, we met at Earlham College, Richmond, Indiana. We were housed in 

student housing and the College furnished meals and meeting rooms. It was a homecoming for some 
participants, who had attended Earlham College in earlier years. The first two days repeated the structure 
of the first gathering sharing our stories. Each included worship, small group worship-sharing, and an 
ongoing art exhibit. The gathering served us by providing a safe space to share our mystical experiences, 
which some felt was not always comfortable in their home meetings. 

There were no plenaries, committee meetings, or Meetings for Worship for Business. But instead 
we focused on sharing our stories. Meeting each other has built relationships among mystics coast to 
coast and brought old friends together. 

Participants were invited to create Interest Groups. Topics included: Meeting for Healing, Refiner’s 
Fire, Dreams and Such, Tai Chi and Qi Gong, and Why I Live in Belize and Other Stories of Healing. 

A highlight of the gathering was an Open Mic night that featured original poetry, stories, and sing-
ing. Toward the end of the evening, as a performer began her healing dance, music was spontaneously 
added, and everyone got up and danced.

We worshiped with Clear Creek Monthly Meeting at the Stout Memorial Meetinghouse on campus. 
Following lunch we said “good-bye” to the few participants who did not stay for the extended worship, 
and those remaining gathered to begin the work of naming our spiritual condition.

It was Pentecost Sunday afternoon, and we met in the second-floor Coate Library, which we chris-
tened “The Upper Room.” Over the next two days in extended worship and worship-sharing, one by 
one we spoke from the silence. As one participant summed it up, “I went to this meeting of mystics who 
don’t want to be called ‘mystics,’ who want to do something, but they don’t know what that is, and they 
want to do it again next year.” 
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November 2014
Religious Wounding
Editors: Mariellen Gilpin and 
Michael Resman 
Have you been wounded or outraged 
by religious language, concepts, 
or institutions? Did that alter your 
connection with God? Do you still need 
to insulate yourself from reminders of 
your religious past? Do you feel safe 
expressing yourself in your Friends 
Meeting? Has your language for your 
spiritual experience been welcomed in 
your meeting? Or have you felt censored, 
disrespected, or shunned? How is such 
behavior dealt with in your Meeting? 
Have you reconciled with those who 
wounded or offended you? What has 
helped you heal? 

Deadline: August 15, 2014

February 2015 
Paradigm Shift
Editors: Judy Lumb and Earl 
Smith
Paradigm shifts happen when an 
assumption changes that reflects a 
deeply held belief about ourselves, 
the human condition, or the way the 
world works. How do we know what 
we know? Mysticism and science 
both accumulate knowledge through 
experience rather than following some 
human-constructed authority. Have 
you suddenly realized something that 
changed your whole life? Whether 
or not such a shift is welcomed, the 
transition can still be very difficult. 
What helped you come through the 
transition with wisdom and grace? 

Deadline: November 15, 2014

May 2015
Liberation from Captivity
Editor: Rhonda Pfaltzgraff-
Carlson
Therefore it is said, “When 
he ascended on high he made 
captivity itself a captive; he 
gave gifts to his people.”  
Ephesians 4:8. How have you 
been held captive? What led to 
your captivity? How did you 
come to find liberation? Do you 
feel you are partially or totally 
free? What leads you to that 
conclusion? What gifts have 
you been given as you’ve been 
freed from captivity? How has 
liberation led to your current 
lifestyle and/or work? 

Deadline: February 15, 2015 

Sacred 

Places


