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You Are Not Alone—I Love You                                                                  Janice Stensrude

What Canst Thou Say?

From the Editors:
The WCTS editiorial team is very happy 
to introduce our newest member, Rhonda 
Pfaltzgraff-Carlson, co-editor of this issue on 
Spirit-led Writing. Her name will be familiar to 
our readers from her recent contributions to 
WCTS and her leading at last June’s gathering 
of Friendly Mystics <quakermystics.wordpress.
com>. 
We have amazing Spirit-led writing for you, 
more than would fit in this print version, so there 
is also a web version.                  —Judy Lumb

I once experimented with automatic writing; the result had 
been page upon page of horizontal spirals. It reminded 

me of the handwriting exercises we learned in elementary 
school. A year or so later, I sat propped in bed with my journal 
open. I picked up my pen to write, as my “Angst of the Day” 
took center stage in my thoughts. A two-year romance had 
ended. I felt overwhelmed with the sadness of it, and there 
was a large, hollow hole in my middle that had once been 
occupied by love feelings. 

“I feel so completely alone,” I wrote. I hesitated, and 
my hand began to move, seemingly guided by something 
outside me. The pen wobbled and very, very slowly a shaky 
J appeared, followed by a, and continuing until my name was 
spelled out. I consciously relaxed my hand to prove to myself 
that I was not willing the movement. Slowly a message was 
formed, looking as if it had been written by the shaking hand 
of someone weak with age or illness. 

Janice, you are not alone. I am with you. I love you.
Then my hand rested. I sat for a period of time with my 

pen raised, hoping more would come. But it didn’t. For sev-
eral nights in a row, I prepared to receive but nothing came.

It was about two years later, a typical work-day morning 
in August 1996. I made my morning cup of tea and settled at 
the desk in my work room. I opened my journal—a simple 
spiral-bound notebook with lined pages—and wrote the date 
on the top line of a fresh page. My arm slid from the page, 
my hand still holding the pen. I tried to raise my arm, but it 
didn’t respond to my will. Then, as if it were someone else’s 
hand, my right hand lifted, rested briefly on the page, then 
began to write . . .

In the beginning there was no thing and then the 
greatness came and there was every thing. . . . There 
was a man in a village not too long ago who had a house 
in the wood. He was very old. Though he was a good 
man, many people feared him because he lived alone and 
spoke with no one. He spent his days under the open sky 

talking to nature and hearing God’s voice. God was telling 
him that mankind needed love, and he did not know what 
to do—just as you do not know what to do. One day he 
was talking to a squirrel, and the squirrel said to him, “Old 
Man, I am here to help you. You must talk to the people. 
You must tell them that God loves them. God wants their 
happiness, and you are here to tell them about it.” 

Now the old man did not know what to do. He was 
a quiet, kind man, but he did not talk to people. He only 
sat in the shade of the tree and talked to God and God’s 
creatures. The sky above him was his friend and lover. 
He knew no other.

One day as he sat under the tree, an old woman 
came down the path to his house. “Old Man,” she said, 
“I am here to help you. God has sent me to you that you 
may learn to speak to the people.” And she sat down 
beside him. “Take hold of my hand,” she said, “and I will 
give you what you need.” As he took her hand, he felt a 
great energy pouring into him. It was like nothing he had 
ever before felt.

“What do I do now?” he asked.
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“We know,” they answered.
“Why then am I here,” said he, 

“if you already know?”

“Everyone already knows,” 
they all replied, “but until they 
carry the word themselves, they 
cannot remember. We have all 
been brought here by God carrying 
the word that he gave us, and each 
day another soul comes down that 
road bringing with it the word of 
God. It is only when we are together 
that the word has meaning. Sitting 
alone in the wood, you knew God’s 
word. With the squirrel and the sky 
you felt the love of God. But you 
were afraid to bring it to the village. 
All of us were afraid to speak the 
word of God. We were all afraid that 
everyone would laugh at us. God 
had been speaking to all of us. In our 
ignorance, we thought we were the 
only ones hearing the voice, and we 
were afraid to speak. We were afraid 
everyone would think we were crazy 
and no one would listen. 

My hand hesitated, then resumed. 
Reading it later, I realized that the story 
had ended, and my invisible correspon-
dent had begun a commentary:

It is when we speak the word 
out loud to each other and with 
each other that the word has 
meaning. We are one. We are as 
cells in a single body, and we must 
communicate with one another and 
work in concert. Only then can this 
great organism known as humanity 
operate as a healthy being. It is more 
than people who are searching for 
health with herbs and vitamins. The 
planet is searching for health. All of 
humankind is searching for health. 
And we must come together and talk 
and listen and share God’s words. 
God wants us to be healthy. For God 
so loved the world that He gave His 
only begotten Son that whosoever 
believeth in Him should not perish 
but have everlasting life. 

It is a parable, Janice. There is 
no end to life. Life is eternal. The 
quality of life is up to humanity. 

What Canst Thou Say? (WCTS) 
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, Richard 
Himmer, Judy Lumb, Grayce 
Mesner, Rhonda Pfaltzgraff-
Carlson, Mike 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. 
P l e a s e  s e n d  y o u r  t e x t 
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 <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.

“God will tell you,” she said. He 
watched her walk away. Now he was 
alone with only the great sky above, 
and the squirrel nearby watching.

“Now,” said the squirrel, “it is 
time to go into town and talk to the 
people.”

“I can’t talk to those people,” 
said the old man. “They don’t like 
me.”

“It is your fear they don’t like,” 
said the squirrel. “Come with me 
now.” And so the old man followed 
the squirrel down the road and they 
walked and walked until they came 
to the edge of the village.

“Now,” said the squirrel, “go into 
the village and give the message to 
the people.”

“I can’t,” said the old man. “They 
will laugh at me.”

“Their laughter cannot kill you,” 
said the squirrel. “God’s love is your 
protection.”

The old man was afraid, and he 
stood for a long time not moving. 
And as he stood there, the heavens 
opened and a great ray of light broke 
through and fell upon his path.

He stepped forward into the 
light, and as he did, it moved 
forward just ahead of him, and he 
stepped forward again. Each time 
he advanced into the light, it moved 
forward a bit more. And in this way, 
the light led him to the center of the 
village, and there all the people were 
gathered in the plaza conducting 
their business.

“Now,” said God to the old man, 
“you have followed my light to this 
place and here you will do your 
work.” People began to notice the 
old man. They noticed that he had 
a light about him, and it made them 
happy to be near him.

“Hello,” he said to a woman 
near him.

“Hello,” she replied with a broad 
smile. And now he wasn’t afraid. 
These people would not harm him. 
They were waiting to hear God’s 
word and he had come to bring it.

“God is love,” he said to them.
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There is power in numbers. And 
now great numbers of people must 
come together and save the world. 
Where there is hatred we must bring 
love. And that love will transform the 
hate and heal the wounds. Love has 
always been the answer. It is the 
only answer. Speak the name of 
love and God’s work is being done.

I returned to the page every day 
for three months to receive dictation. I 
typed it, careful to keep it exactly as it 
was received. In the end, I had a badly 
written 272-page story of the impor-
tance of community and the need for 
people to spread the message of love. 

Looking at it now, I remember a 
series of brief, to-the-point messages 
that I received between 2003 and 2009. 
It began with a neon-light vision that 
said, “Christ is the answer.” A few 
years later, as I relayed that story to a 
friend, I added, “Now we just need to 
know, what is Christ?” The next morn-
ing a text arose in my thoughts. “Christ 
is pure love, and that is the answer to 
absolutely everything.”

How was my story received? An 
acquaintance asked me if I had seen a 
doctor to see if I’d had a stroke. One 
friend read the entire manuscript and 
said it was a sweet story. Another 
friend, who had been eager to read it, 
returned it several days later, saying he 
just didn’t have time to read it (though I 
wondered if he just couldn’t bear to tell 
me what he thought of it). Eventually, 
I set it aside, thinking that perhaps one 
day I would look at it later and attempt 
to edit it into a more coherent and read-
able piece. But maybe that’s not what 
I’m supposed to do. Maybe I’m just 
supposed to live the message of love 
that was brought to me so dramatically.

Janice Stensrude was living in Perth, 
Australia, when the neon vision of “Christ 
is the answer” sent her walking up the steep 
incline to the local Quaker meetinghouse. 
That was ten years ago. Since returning 
to the U.S., she has attended Live Oak 
Friends Meeting in Houston and Galveston 
Friends Meeting on Galveston Island.

Writing is hard for me. The words 
may come easily in my mind, 

but getting the words to paper is excru-
ciating. I agonize over all of them. Are 
they right? Do they convey the mean-
ing I want? Will they be understood in 
the way I meant? 

I know part of my discomfort 
comes from painful childhood 
memories of learning how to write 
“properly,” of having all my words and 
sentences scrutinized by my father for 
proper grammar, punctuation, spelling, 
and structure. Would my words, my 
ideas measure up and be good enough 
to pass his inspection? After all, I had 
the audacity of bringing home a “D” on 
an English literature paper. That was 
unacceptable in a family of teachers. 
Under his tutelage and that of so many 
others, I learned to sacrifice heart for 
intellect.

Spiritual writing is even more of a 
struggle. Writing from the Spirit comes 
from a place beyond the heart. It is 
not only a personal reflection of my 
interior life, it is a reflection of the way 
Spirit speaks to and through me. Am 
I willing to surrender and give life to 
the message? Will others hear the feel-
ings and message in my words? Can I 
stand under the possible scrutiny if the 
message makes others uncomfortable?

For me, writing from the Spirit is 
much like a message in Meeting for 
Worship. The piece forms in my mind 
long before it arrives on paper. It has 
a soft, insistent, persistent quality that 
is only released once the words are on 
paper. The words often come in fully 
formed sentences, needing little edit-
ing, only repeating. I feel depth in the 
words. They have an almost poetic 
feel to them at times. The words stir 
powerful emotions, paint vivid pic-
tures, and create deep longings when 
reading them. And the message won’t 
go away. Afterward, I feel emptied 

and complete, with a sense of content-
ment and satisfaction in reading what 
is written.

One of my most powerful experi-
ences in writing from the Spirit came, 
ironically, in an academic class, the 
environment where intellect rules over 
heart and soul. We were studying the 
role of love in resolving conflict. At 
the end of the class, we were required 
to write a reflection paper on love. I 
wrote a paper entitled “A Soliloquy 
on Love.”

From the beginning, I knew it 
would not be an ordinary academic 
paper. Intellect would play some part 
in the writing, but because of the topic, 
my inner voice told me this paper had 
to be written from the heart and the 
soul. In it, I asked and answered four 
questions: Where does love live within 
us? Where does hate live within us? 
Where do understanding, compas-
sion, and forgiveness live within us? 
Where does love live within us? The 
six-page paper was written almost in 
one sitting. I felt like I was giving birth 
to something as I wrote it. Afterward, 
I felt drained, but with a deep sense 
of satisfaction in reading what I had 
written. The message had been spoken. 

Even now, seven years later, the 
words still stir and provoke me. They 
create a longing for what the world 
might be. The heart and soul are speak-
ing through me.

Pam Melick is an attender of both Detroit 
and Birmingham (Michigan) Friends 
Meetings. She got an “A” both for the 
“Soliliquy” and the class.

Letting the Words Come Out
Pam Melick

“A Soliloquy on Love” is in 
the web version of this issue 
<whatcanstthousay.org/
WCTS-Spirit-LedWriting.pdf>
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In 1998, I represented Baltimore 
Yearly Meeting (BYM) on the 

General Board of Friends United 
Meeting (FUM). In turn, I represented 
FUM on the EcoJustice Working 
Group of the National Council of 
Churches of Christ (NCCC). That year, 
the NCCC asked me to forward to 
FUM a request to co-sign a letter on an 
environmental matter (God’s creation). 
I spoke to FUM’s General Secretary. 
She informed me that FUM had never 
taken a position on environmental 
concerns. Therefore, she could not 
co-sign the letter. 

My course was clear. I would 
have to ask FUM to go on record on 
the matter. To accomplish that end, 
I needed to draft a minute, have it 
approved by an FUM yearly meeting, 
the FUM General Board, and the next 
Triennial Sessions. 

I experienced writer’s block. 
Reluctantly, I acknowledged it as 
what Barry Morley described as “way 
clogged” (in contrast to “way open-
ing”). I let go of writing the minute, but 
the concern wouldn’t go away. 

This tension continued until the 
winter preceding the 1999 Triennial 
Sessions, which were to be held in 
Williamsburg, Virginia. One night, 
only a couple weeks before my own 
monthly meeting, the last opportu-
nity that would allow time for proper 
seasoning of the minute through the 
meetings leading to the General Board 
and sessions, I woke at about 3:00 a.m. 
I went to my computer and started 
typing.

I just typed. It was as if the words 
were being given to me. I went from 
writer’s block to the words flowing out 
smoothly without any work on my part. 
Having been woken from a deep sleep, 
my brain wasn’t working and didn’t get 
in the way. The words were given to 
me for three paragraphs. 

Two weeks later, I took the minute 
to my monthly meeting where it was 
approved. Then it was approved by 
the quarterly meeting. Two other FUM 
yearly meetings approved it before 
my own yearly meeting, Baltimore 
Yearly Meeting, considered it at ses-
sions. They approved it and passed it 
on to FUM. The General Board also 
approved the minute. In each case, it 
was approved as is. Finally, it went 
to Williamsburg. At the Triennial 
Sessions, aside from a few i’s being 
dotted and t’s being crossed, only one 
change was made: the second para-
graph and the third paragraph were 
reversed. 

I had accepted the fact that way 
was clogged. Later, just in time, the 
words were given to me. But of most 
importance, the minute was accepted, 
basically as drafted, each step of the 
way. 
Gene Hillman and his wife Patricia Daly 
are members of Goshen Monthly Meeting 
in Goshenville PA where Gene is Recording 
Clerk. He became a convinced Friend while 
working at the U.S. Naval Academy, and 
joined Annapolis Monthly Meeting. He has 
worked for both Pendle Hill and Philadelphia 
Yearly Meeting, and is now retired.

A Spirit-led Minute for Creation
Gene Hillman

In the web version, Gene 
Hillman describes how the 
Spirit led him to write minutes 
for Baltimore Yearly Meeting’s 
Peace Committee <what 
canstthousay.org/WCTS-
Spirit-LedWriting.pdf>.

The Courage to 
Repent

Peg Morton

During the early 1990s, our coun-
try was filled with celebrations 

of the quincentennial of Columbus’ 
discovery of America. For me it was a 
time of deep soul searching, as many 
of us had become more deeply aware 
of the impact of European settlement 
of the Americas—slavery, genocide 
and displacement of hundreds of 
thousands of Native Americans, and 
centuries of enduring racism. I visited 
several Latin American countries as 
a part of the Latin America solidarity 
movement and became vividly aware 
of the poverty and repression caused 
by United States economic policies. 

The pain that I have felt about 
so much destruction and injustice 
that continue to be a part of our 
United States story is palpable. I was 
first led to write about the need for 
national understandings that can lead 
to remorse and repentance in my state-
ment when I was tried for nonviolent 
civil disobedience in the movement 
to close the School of the Americas. 
Then recently I wrote a column in the 
Eugene daily newspaper. 

I was invited to give a short 
presentation at a September 11th 

Interfaith Service in our community 
this year. Putting together that five-
minute presentation was especially 
difficult for me. I finally gave up, 
saying to myself, “Well, this is what I 
have. It will have to do.” Then, I woke 
up in the middle of the night, struggling 
with nausea. I sipped some broth and 
got out my journal. Just the right words 
came at that time. My heart quivered. 
I felt touched by the Spirit. I typed the 
changes into my talk and went back 
to sleep. The next day I felt the Spirit 
coming through as I spoke. What a 
miracle it was! Here is what I said:



5 February 2014What Canst Thou Say? 81 (1)

“My great-great...uncle Isaac Post was a central figure in a lot of 
spiritualism in the mid-19th century in upstate New York. He was a 
strong advocate of the Fox sisters, who “communicated with the dead” 
using, it was eventually determined, their ability to snap their toes 
loudly. He and his wife Amy were both Friends—significant actors in 
anti-slavery and women’s rights. There is an entire book of letters he 
wrote/channeled from people long dead at the time, which I believe 
is still referred to by some in the modern spiritualist movement—an 
interesting aspect of our Hicksite heritage.”                                   

 —Margery Post Abbott

For more about Isaac and Amy Post, including some channeled 
letters, see <whatcanstthousay.org/WCTS-Spirit-LedWriting.pdf>.

We live in a broken country, a 
broken world, on a broken planet. 
Underneath the activities of my daily 
life, my heart is broken. I believe 
that massively in our community 
and in our country our hearts are 
broken and confused.…We live in a 
country that is wracked by violence 
and by greed. We long for a new life 
to come to us and to our world. I am 
feeling that our hearts are broken in 
community.…The pain in my belly 
that woke me up last night is waking 
me up to a Spirit that is waiting for 
me to find it. It is metaphorical to the 
pain we are experiencing together. 
Can we find that Spirit together, in 
community?

Friends (Quakers) are growing 
in awareness that there is that of 
God in all creation. I have a friend 
who volunteers at the Raptor Center. 
I watched her as a bird that she 
knows individually and loves sat 
perched on her hand, their eyes 
meeting. It felt to me like a sacred 
moment. I believe that this was soul 
touching soul. If more of us can find 
our way into that kind of deep soul-
touching with the natural world, can 
this help deepen our commitment 
for the healing of the planet? I 
am reminded of Miriam Therese 
Winter’s rewriting of America the 

Beautiful:
“How beautiful, sincere lament, 

the wisdom born of tears,
“The courage called for to repent 

the bloodshed through the years.” 
I believe that we as a people need 

to seek a national transformation. 
While we have a right to proudly 
recognize our achievements, we are 
called as a country to repentance 
and renewal. I believe that we can 
never be a truly great nation until we 
openly and humbly face ourselves 
as a country, the good and the ugly.

I  have a  dream that  we 
Americans will proclaim ourselves 
to be citizens of the world.… I have 
a vision that, with compassion and 
courage, we join the world, not 
as “the greatest nation.” No! But 
as a nation alongside all others, 
struggling nonviolently to create a 
world that protects its people and 
the planet.

Peg Morton is a member of Eugene (OR) 
Friends Meeting. She recently published 
her memoir, Feeling Light Within, I Walk: 
Tales, Adventures, and Reflections of a 
Quaker Activist. These days she writes 
letters to the editor, participates in several 
weekly vigils for peace, and sings with the 
Raging Grannies.

The Gift of Writing
Marie Vandenbark

Over my several decades as a 
Friend, mysticism and writing 

have been very important to me, some-
times coming together in dramatic 
and meaningful ways. As a writer, I 
experience the two coming together 
whenever I attempt to describe mysti-
cal aspects of my life or stumble upon 
the grace of God through writing. As a 
reader I experience such a convergence 
whenever I encounter what others 
write in a Spirit-led way. 

The first event that revealed some-
thing about God’s power to touch 
me through writing occurred a full 
three years before my introduction 
to Quakers. As a college freshman I 
received what I have always called 
“my letter from God.” The bearer of 
this letter was my friend Anne, another 
young music student who participated 
as I did in a weekly gathering for 
prayer and praise. The pages of her 
neat cursive writing on red stationery, 
spoke to me in very personal ways, 
encouraging me in my faith journey. 
The message she had written out for 
me, saying it was from God, went as 
follows: 

Marie, you have joy in your 
heart. Let it overflow through you to 
touch those around you. Do not let 
worldly concerns constrict this flow, 
for when the joy remains in your 
heart and is not allowed to flow, 
then your heart will ache. You are a 
vessel, Marie, full of precious liquid, 
but unless you continuously pour 
this liquid out, and receive fresh, it 
will grow old and useless to you, to 
Me, and to those around you. Touch 
those around you, Marie, with my 
sweet and gentle and joyful Spirit.

What a gift! I can’t read this with-
out a deep sense of blessing. Each 
rediscovery of these words ministers to 
me anew, reminding me to see myself 
in the same graceful way God sees 
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two. I also renewed my prayers of the 
previous night to receive healing and 
make connections to lessen my sense 
of loneliness in a new place. 

The group process began as a 
surface-level conversation with indi-
viduals jockeying for attention and 
recognition, but within 15 minutes it 
deepened to a way of being together 
more like a gathered meeting. That was 
made possible when participants began 
sharing stories of rejection over not 
conforming to societal expectations. 
As the discussion moved along, I was 
suddenly drawn into what felt like a 
vortex of transformation—appearing 
to me visually as a triangle of energetic 

activity, colored red and connecting 
specific points along the circle of 
people gathered there. Accompanying 
this image was a sensation of exquisite 
pain and redness concentrated in an 
area around and above my physical 
heart. The ache intensified for a short 
while and then dissipated. I was told 
later that in this region of the body, the 
thymus, people have a jumble of seem-
ingly extra nerve endings available for 
feeling with others, as we seemed to be 
doing. Was it my pain, I wondered, that 
had been encountered and released? 
Was it another’s, or both of ours?

At our next meeting I learned that 
the woman we prayed for had had a 
stunningly successful surgery for valve 
replacement, completed in 90 minutes 
rather than the expected three and a 
half hours. According to the woman’s 
son, the surgeon worried that he had 
dropped a piece he was attempting to 

You are a vessel, Marie, full of 
precious liquid, but unless you 
continuously pour this liquid 
out, and receive fresh, it will 
grow old and useless to you, to 
Me, and to those around you.

me. I feel affirmed, strengthened, and 
renewed in my faith that nothing mat-
ters more to me than life in the Spirit. I 
am grateful to have been loved by God 
in such a personal way. I get in touch, 
too, with the “why” behind my efforts 
to live well and serve others. Although 
distanced from this event by decades 
of academic training and teaching that 
might tempt me to forget this simple, 
touching experience, I am nevertheless 
drawn back each time to receive the 
letter’s message afresh. I am as sure as 
ever that God is real, and that the work 
God has for me to do is worth seeking 
out and doing joyfully. 

While this might seem the end 
of the story, it is much more of a 
beginning. Mystical openings just 
keep piling up, intensifying and, at 
least during certain stretches, coming 
closer and closer together. By way of 
illustration I’d like to share a most 
powerful physical experience of God’s 
movement through me, coming this 
spring, just after I first discovered the 
existence of What Canst Thou Say and 
its plans for an issue on writing.

I was doing something strange and 
different that Monday morning, rather 
like attending a Friends Meeting, but 
scarier and less predictable. It wasn’t a 
worship service or fellowship gather-
ing sponsored by any religious group, 
nor did I know a soul there. The only 
agenda was to share ideas from parts 
of our lives not usually welcome in 
everyday conversation, including 
encounters with things/beings/powers 
that most people aren’t willing to grant 
might be real.

In response to one man’s request 
for prayers for his hospitalized mother, 
I joined others in directing prayer/
intention/healing energy her way—in 
Quaker-speak “holding her in the 
light”—and then, as the situation pro-
gressed, directing God silently to “use 
me”. I thought I was the only Quaker 
there, though I was actually one of 

insert, but the heart actually sucked 
the piece into place, speeding along 
the surgery and surprising him. While 
I have not met the patient or had occa-
sion to talk over what happened with 
her medical team, I trust that what I 
felt connected to was something real. 
I learned that the other Friend in the 
room also experienced pain at that 
time, a pain in her side that mirrored 
mine. 

Whether solely because of that 
prayerful experience, or a healing 
video I had viewed, the result of heal-
ing intentions going out from me and 
coursing through my heart seemed to 
be new freedom from the set of com-
plaints and hurts that had dominated 
my thinking for years. This took form 
both in writing and speaking from the 
heart, first one affirmation and then 
another, leaving negatives aside. A new 
phase of life opened up, generating 
hope and energy for risk taking and 
reaching out. 

Deeply moving experiences in 
recent months have simply confirmed 
the reality and grace of these life-
changing moments. I am grateful 
now, not just for profound moments 
of grounding in spirit as they occur, 
but for the gift of bearing witness in 
writing to what transforms and heals. 
There is no greater privilege than to 
know God “experimentally,” and no 
better reason to write than because 
God has done some great new thing. 
Thank goodness those in need saw fit 
to share their concerns and pains, and 
in responding with care, others of us 
were drawn into a mystery of healing 
that knows no bounds. It is good that 
we have one another. 

Marie Vandenbark worships with Eau 
Claire Friends while still a member of 
Salt Lake Friends Meeting. She teaches 
religion at the college level and sings at the 
bedsides of seriously ill and dying people 
as a Threshold Choir member. 
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When I tell people about my 
spiritual disciplines, they often 

chuckle at my favorite one I call 
“horizontal prayer.” I used to sit on a 
prayer bench with my knees comfort-
ably under me and my back straight 
and true. This is a wonderful posture 
in which to pray, to ask for and receive 
guidance. Unfortunately it is so good, 
that I have often found myself avoid-
ing it. The beauty of horizontal prayer 
is that it is much less resistible and I 
find myself returning to it many times 
during the day. All you need to do is to 
lie down on your back with your arms 
flung over your head on the pillow and 
let yourself rest completely in God’s 
love. (It helps that I am now retired. 
It is not so easy in an office setting.)

During my first horizontal prayer 
of the day I prepare for my other daily 
ritual, writing in my gratitude and my 
forgiveness diaries. I look back over 
the previous day and find the one thing 
that stands out as the keeper, the thing I 
loved the most. It could be something I 
or someone else was able to do, or just 
the color of a leaf. Whatever it was I’ll 
be able to treasure it by writing just a 
few sentences about it in my gratitude 
diary. 

I hadn’t realized that I needed a 
second diary until I read Sleeping with 
Bread by Dennis Matthew and Sheila 
Fabricant. They explain one should 
examine not just what went well, what 
was marvelous in the previous day, but 
also what went badly. By noticing and 
writing a few sentences about some-
thing that I do not want to keep I find 

I also am becoming more aware of the 
whole picture. Since I am sometimes 
accused of being a wearer of rose-
colored spectacles, this is particularly 
useful for me. I may focus on a mistake 
that I made or something someone else 
did that was upsetting. I try as I write 
about it to love the people involved 
and wish them well (including myself).

Later in the day, as I come to some 
natural stopping place, I let myself lie 
down and trust in the Dear One. By 
deliberately doing “nothing” for short 
periods throughout the day I find I 
have more of a feeling of luxurious, 
joyful abundance and my energy is 
much greater. I’m not forcing myself 
to do anything, just allowing the work 
to flow through me.  

My favorite gift from these actively 
restful sessions are the songs that come 
if I am patient and listen them into 
being, both the words and the music. 
I have become convinced that beneath 
the confusion and bustle of the world 
there is an amazing, subtle but real and 
loving force that is constantly wanting 
to work with us if only we will let it. 
One of my songs says: “Slow down, 
open your heart, rest in the Light, slow 
down.”

Sally Campbell has produced a CD of 
her songs, which she gives to anyone who 
writes to her <scampfriend@earthlink.
net>. She says the songs come to her 
as gifts, so she never charges for them. 
She is trying to be an example of the gift 
economy. This article is excerpted from one  
published entitled “Prayer that Works for 
Me” in Friends Journal in September, 2008.

A Way to Pray that Works for Me
Sally Campbell

The web version<whatcanstthousay.org/WCTS-
Spirit-LedWriting.pdf> includes Sally Campbell’s 
most recent gift song, both the lyrics and the music.

Stories out of 
Silence

Eric E. Sabelman

The following was excerpted from 
the Preface to his yet unpublished 
collection of folktales received in 
Meeting for Worship.

Unlike stories Homer told, or 
folk tales handed down from 

generation to generation transcribed 
by Brothers Grimm or modern anthro-
pologists, these stories are new. Each 
story has a date before which it did not 
exist, and after which it would be only 
memory, were it not for my putting it 
down on paper.

Not only does every story have a 
date, it has a time: the hour of Quaker 
worship in which it was spoken, 
according to the practice of ministry 
in a silent meeting of the Religious 
Society of Friends.

I don’t know of anyone else in 
the Quaker world to whom the Spirit 
offers counsel in the form of stories. 
Most often, Quaker ministry explic-
itly relates the speaker’s personal 
experience to the larger context of the 
Meeting community, the culture in 
which we dwell, the nature of human-
ity, and the search for God. So I began 
a practice of writing down the story 
as soon after the Meeting for Worship 
as I could, in as close to the original 
words as I can remember. Always, the 
writing follows after the speaking, to 
abide by a tenet of Quaker faith that no 
one ever read a prepared sermon and 
so pre-empt the hour we have set aside 
for listening to the inner voice.

I made a decision not to hold onto 
these written messages as closely as 
I once did. They already belong to 
anyone who was in Meeting to hear 
them. So now they are yours. Each of 
these pieces came to me in Meeting 
for Worship; if it came late in the hour, 
there might not have been time to rise 
and speak it.
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Seldom do they come in the form 
of words; neither do they come out 
of deep meditation. They come like 
a jewel out of the welter of everyday 
thoughts that fill my mind as I try to 
settle during Meeting. Before I began 
attending Meeting, I also had such 
jewel-thoughts, but tried to express 
them by painting. I was not notably 
successful, and was glad to find that 
Friends valued what I had to offer 
if I expressed it in words. So I have 
practiced the art of embellishing the 
small crystal I have found, surround-
ing it with words much as a jeweler 
sets a gem into a ring or necklace.  A 
difficult part of the art is holding the 
finished ornament until the time comes 
when Meeting is ready to receive it, 
while still being open to the messages 
others give. When I write it down 
afterwards, I review my selection of 
words and try to make it read more 
smoothly. I also replace words that I 
meant to say but left out; this happens 
frequently, perhaps prompted by the 
Spirit to give listeners a place to insert 
their own words.

Given my propensity to view the 
present as integral with the past, I often 
find that the best metaphor to express 
my vision is the folk tale, or at least 
its form. These are evidently differ-
ent from the direct experience of God 
of which early Quakers and earlier 
Christian mystics wrote, but I suspect 
my vision is less clear than theirs. 
And I like to tell a good story. One of 
these folktales, also on the theme of a 
jewel in a setting, is in the web version 
<what canstthousay.org/WCTS-Spirit-
LedWriting.pdf>. 
Eric Sabelman is a biomedical engineer 
working on Deep Brain Stimulation 
for treatment of Parkinson’s Disease. 
He began attending Quaker meeting in 
Pasadena in 1969, and became a member 
of Palo Alto Friends Meeting about 20 
years later. He and his wife, MaryAnn, 
have two grown children and live in Menlo 
Park, California. 

I feel that the “gift” of the channeled 
material I received came about 

because I was attending a Course in 
Miracles group that met near my home. 
It was led by a lovely, very spiritual 
woman named Janet Dean and her 
husband, Ken.

About a dozen of us met in their 
home and read from the Course in 
Miracles. We had stimulating discus-
sions, intense sharing, and there surely 
was a sense of the Spirit flowing into 
the room. Many, many amazing beau-
tiful spiritual incidents happened to 
me personally during the two years I 
studied with that group, but I really did 
not immerse myself in the material. I 
still had three children at home. I held 
down jobs, sometimes working three 
jobs at one time. I was the Coordinator 
for the Salem Quarterly Meeting, and 
was often away on Quaker activities. 
I marched in peace protests, helped to 
bring attention to the need to clean up 
toxic waste sites, etc.

Then on April 10, 1993, this 
“thing” occurred. I was up late, very 
tired, and yet, I felt this desire to sit 
down and write. I did not have any idea 
why I felt so compelled to write, but 
it was such an insistent urge that I just 
set the pen to paper. The words poured 
forth, so fast that my pen seemed to fly 
over the paper. I really could not physi-
cally stop the words from coming. All 
I could do was to allow it to happen. 
I recall feeling amazed watching my 
pen moving over the page so rapidly. 
I didn’t even have time to read what 
was coming forth. Finally, my writing 
started to slow down. Then my hand 
came to a stop. I recall just looking 
at the page, all the words. I wanted to 
read it, but the knowledge that I had 
to get up early the next morning to go 
to work made me put the paper away 
and go to bed. 

When I read it sometime later 
that week, I felt as though I had been 
counseled that night, that I had been a 
student in the company of a very wise 
and loving teacher. It seemed as though 
the words were filled with truth, purity, 
and love. I was amazed and chagrined. 
The channeled material scared me. 
It still does, as I can see Light in so 
many people and yet I often see only 
the darkness in myself. These words 
that were channeled to me that night 
were and still remain a unique and 
cherished gift.

We are spiritual beings. Be 
aligned with this fact. Most do not 
conceive of the spiritual in their 
daily living. Many plod through life 
unaware of their true spiritual nature. 
They misuse their individual talents 
and diminish their own radiance, 
because they do not see the Light 
reflected in themselves and others.

For you, there can no longer 
be shadows. Your light can help to 
illuminate the dark corners and also 
light the path for others to see by. Be 
very tender to this fact. Be aware 
that others will seek to partake of 
the light that you shed. So be only 
a steady beacon for them to find as 
they search for their own paths. Be 
more secure now. Understand that 
all are important, that all are desirous 
of goodness, of truth. If there be evil, 
it is only misunderstood hurt and 
deep pain which has enforced anger 
unto the frame and thoughts of the 
unfortunate being. None truly want 
to hurt, for all do seek peace and 
love, yet some do not see. They 
cannot understand valuable lessons 
that even pain can bring to them. 
Their pain becomes all-absorbing, 
and then the lessons it brings are 
neither wanted nor understood. Until 
they are, there can be no progress 
in their spiritual education.

The Gift of Channeled Material
Carol Roth
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Proceedings of Sharing Our Stories
As the “First Annual Gathering of Friendly Mystics” was drawing to a 

close, Janice Sternsrude volunteered to solicit contributions, edit, and publish 
the Proceedings of this historic gathering. She has now assembled a beautiful 
document, complete with photos of the participants. You can download it at 
<whatcanstthousay.org/ProceedingsSharingStories-2013.pdf>. Those who are 
not online can request a printed copy.  

After looking through the publication, if you are so led, we are accepting 
additions/corrections until March 1, after which a final revised version will be 
published. Did you spot an error? Is your contribution to the Art Fair missing? Did 
you host an Interest Group that needs a description? Is your Open Mic performance 
missing? Are you motivated to add a paragraph or two about your experience? Is 
your photo missing from the gallery of attenders? Anything you are willing to add 
is appreciated. The editors want these Proceedings to be as complete as possible.

Second Gathering: A Mystic Call
A retreat organized by the editors of What Canst Thou Say
June 6 – 10, 2014, Earlham College, Richmond, Indiana

Building on the deep and joyful sharing we experienced while gathered last 
year, we invite Friends to join us in fellowship, worship and expectant waiting. For 
two days, we will share about our spiritual journeys, attend participant-led inter-
est groups, socialize and worship together. The following two days are scheduled 
to respond to a leading that arose in the first gathering that we are led to “name 
the spiritual condition of the world.” We feel we should start by seeking to name 
our own spiritual condition and that of our religious community. For those who 
choose to stay, this work will be grounded in worship and worship sharing. For 
details, check our website <whatcanstthousay.org> and follow the blog we created 
to prepare for this gathering <quakermystics.wordpress.com>. 

Because you are mindful that Life 
is a lesson in itself, you will continue 
to evolve. As you are a student 
and a teacher, so other students 
and teachers will be revealed to 
you. Together, you will grant each 
other the lessons you each need to 
learn. The contents of the lessons 
depend on what is needed, what is 
lacking, and what can be absorbed 
at the time. Each will make known 
to the other what can be utilized for 
the greatest good in their individual 
spiritual education. We need to 
impress upon you that you are still 
a newborn babe when it comes to 
comprehension of the spiritual realm 
and all that is contained therein. 
Therefore, you are not to immerse 
yourself in the world’s attempts to 
dictate and to identify what the realm 
is. Earth theories abound on this 
issue. Some are sound but many 
are not. How you may truly know is 
to pray about this. Pray that the truth 
will be revealed to you. Do not seek 
out group after group to join with. 
There is no greater teacher than 
your own innate sense of intuition, 
your feelings. Follow these for truth.

Share these messages, these 
communications only with those 
who are seeking the signposts that 
reveal light. Whether it be one or 
a few, you will know with whom to 
share. The light will be in their eyes 
and they will be clear and direct in 
their gaze. They will have a sweet, 
gentle nature, and an earnest, quiet 
countenance will radiate from their 
being. These are the ones who will 
come to you. These are the ones 
you will also seek out and turn to 
for sharing.

Carol Roth is a former editor of What 
Canst Thou Say? It was when she shared 
this channeled material with WCTS editor 
Mariellen Gilpin several years ago that 
we decided on the theme “Spirit-led 
Writing,” and Carol was to be the Guest 
Editor. Unfortunately, serious health issues 
intervened so she was unable to join the 
editing team for this issue. Thank you, 
Carol, for bringing this channeled material 
to our attention and opening the door for 
others to share their experiences.
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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

May 2014 
Holding On and Letting Go
Editor: Michael Resman 

Again I say to you, it is easier 
for a camel to go through the 
eye of a needle, than for a rich 
man to enter the kingdom of 
God (Matthew 19:24). When 
do you hang on and when do 
you let go of anger, resentment, 
fear, possessions, past hurts, 
ideas, relationships, addictions, 
habits, distractions? What has 
helped you keep making healthier 
choices? What has made it more 
difficult? Share your stories of 
hanging on and letting go.

Deadline: February 15, 2014

August 2014
Sacred Places
Guest Editor: Kathleen Maia 
Tapp with Judy Lumb
Sacred places each have their 
own story, presence and energy; 
yet what they really do is help 
us access the sacred place within 
ourselves. They lead us to our 
connection with God/Spirit/Light. 
Tell us about that place of comfort, 
inspiration, healing, whether it be 
in Assisi or your own backyard, 
that place where you have gone 
“on pilgrimage.” Why did you go? 
What was it like? Were you alone, 
or with others? Has a revelation 
come to you in your sacred place? 

Deadline: May 15, 2014 

Spirit-Led 
Writing


