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What Canst Thou Say?

From the Editors:
When the editors of WCTS met face-to-face 
in October of 2012, we agreed we wanted to 
help heal the religious wounding in our Friends 
meetings. We would not have been surprised 
to receive many stories from Friends who 
had been wounded in their previous religious 
experiences and came to Friends in search of 
healing. Instead, almost all articles focused on 
Friends wounded by Friends, “Quaker bullying,” 
in the words of Joyce Zerwekh. 
We were delighted that our authors not only 
named the elephant in the meeting room, but 
have thought deeply about it, and have genuine 
wisdom that they have shared. Our heartfelt 
thanks to our authors. May their deep reflections 
on their experiences hasten our time of healing. 
This web issue allows additional space to 
expand this deep reflection.
—Mariellen Gilpin, Judy Lumb, and Michael Resman

We simply can’t always speak out. But there are critical 
times within Friends communities when failing to 

speak truth can cause great damage. Trying not to offend, 
trying to maintain a surface calm, can cause a disastrous 
loss of trust and can betray our commitment to answering 
the Light in everyone. Often it enables cruel behavior to 
continue. When problems remain unnamed, it can threaten 
our ability to address them. This kind of silence can under-
mine integrity, cause profound personal hurt, and splinter 
community. Much is lost when we fail to say what we think 
and when we fail to help each other speak up when serious 
interpersonal issues develop. Therefore I want to name 
self-silencing of truth as a significant threat to the ability of 
Friends to live our testimonies and a threat to the Religious 
Society of Friends.

I became deeply immersed in issues around truth telling 
when I became a pioneer in the hospice movement. Hospice 
nurses must develop the ability to see the final stage of life 
for what it is, rather than avoiding the truth by insisting that 
everyone is treatable. They develop the courage to speak 
openly about the unspeakable with patients and families, to 
help them determine the rest of their lives. Grounded in my 
hospice experience, I have tried to understand the avoid-
ance of truth in other circumstances and to consider ways 
to overcome it.

Certainly failing to speak truth is a widespread human 
coping style. It allows us to live every day without constantly 
stirring up “bad feelings.” Harvard business professor Chris 
Argyris has studied how organizations learn and change. In 
times of fear and uncertainty, Argyris says, organizations 
typically seek surface calm rather than truth. He describes a 
conspiracy of silence developing around worrisome issues, 
which he calls “undiscussables.” Generic organizational 
defense mechanisms in stressful times include moral blind-
ness, distrust, backbiting, scapegoating, and rejecting whistle 
blowers. Argyris explains that these behaviors and the denial 

of underlying problems will result in severe organizational 
pathology unless leaders work together to create a culture in 
which people can trust each other enough to speak the truth.

Beyond covert “don’t speak” rules and the resulting 
defensive behaviors described by Argyris, bullying behavior 
can also contribute to silencing. Bullies are members of the 
organization who abuse their power with an assortment of 
disrespectful behaviors, obvious or subtle, including refusing 
to speak to an individual, persistent criticism, raising one’s 
voice, social isolation, gossip that persistently denigrates 
another, refusing to answer questions, and belittling another 
person’s capabilities. In his book, People of the Lie, Morgan 



2 November 2014What Canst Thou Say? 84 (2)

What Canst Thou Say? (WCTS) 
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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 Michael 
Resman <wtcssubscriptions@
gmail.com> or WCTS, 815 9th 
Street SW, Rochestor MN 55902.

Scott Peck describes the sense of moral 
authority that bullies can project as 
they intensely desire to appear good 
while scapegoating others. I have 
witnessed all of these behaviors in my 
personal, professional, and Quaker life.

From the fields of nursing, medi-
cine, and science, I could give count-
less examples to illustrate the dangers 
of failing to speak. The most extreme 
example from the recent past is now 
well documented. Nurses in the Nazi 
era, nearly all graduates of Christian 
nursing schools, intentionally killed 
over 10,000 children and adults who 
had physical and mental disabilities. 
Following the deceptions of the time 
that disabled people were living a “Life 
Unworthy of Living,” these nurses 
starved “useless eaters,” administered 
poison pills and lethal injections, and 
ushered some who trusted them to gas 
chambers. Interviews half a century 
later revealed that these actions were 
not taken due to fear of retribution. The 
complicit nurses had simply come to 
believe in the Nazi cause, adopted the 
official state beliefs, and obeyed the 
orders of superiors.

Over half a century later, in 2005, 
the American Association of Critical 
Care Nurses published their study, 
“Silence Kills.” Based on surveys 
and interviews of 1700 nurses and 
physicians, the study revealed that 

many medical practitioners feel inca-
pable of raising crucial concerns 
about behaviors that put patients at 
risk of harm; many of them witness 
errors that endanger patients and 
remain silent. One in five physicians 
had seen patients injured as a result 
of errors they witnessed, but they did 
not speak out. Only a small minority 
of respondents reported that they gen-
erally spoke up when they witnessed 
errors. This outspoken minority also 
reported being happier in their work 
and their patients had measurably 
better outcomes.

Many readers are familiar with 
Stanley Milgram’s psychological 
experiments in the 1960’s when ordi-
nary people in a “learning experiment” 
were told to administer escalating elec-
tric shocks to unseen subjects (enacted 
by the scientists) who screamed in 
anguish and asked for the experiment 
to stop. They did not know that the 
shocks were a sham and no one was 
actually being hurt. Only 10 percent 
refused to continue “shocking” the 
subjects. Most chose to obey authority 
rather than their own moral convic-
tions. Little is known about the com-
passionate minority, but studies indi-
cate that developmental experiences 
of self-worth, emotional security, and 
a perception of safety are precursors to 
compassionate courage.

Proceedings of First Gathering
As the 2013 “First Annual Gathering of Friendly Mystics” was draw-

ing to a close, Janice Sternsrude volunteered to solicit contributions, edit, 
and publish the Proceedings of this historic gathering. She assembled a 
beautiful document, complete with photos of the participants. 

It is available for download at <whatcanstthousay.org/first-gath-
ering> or print copies can be ordered from Lulu.com. The full-color 
hardcover edition is $29.98 and the paperback edition in black and white 
is $5.50. Go to <lulu.com/shop> and search for “What Canst Thou Say.”
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As a nurse and professor of nurs-
ing, I have witnessed innumerable 
cover-ups over the years. I have taught 
nursing students to speak on behalf of 
vulnerable patients. However, I have 
witnessed the forces that silence them 
and lead to complicity in unethical sit-
uations. Hesitance to speak out, even in 
life-threatening circumstances, seems 
endemic within the human community.

American Quakers live in this 
society afflicted by widespread decep-
tion, and live in the face of perpetual 
war, environmental degradation, grow-
ing poverty, and loss of democracy. 
Denial has become a global pandemic. 
It feels like things are falling apart. 
Given this context, how can Friends 
come together to speak about our fears 
instead of pretending together that 
things aren’t so bad? There is power 
in shared acknowledgement of pain. 
Without it, peace is an illusion.

Only-too-aware of upheavals in 
society at large, I have watched Friends 
smooth over troubles within Quaker 
meetings and Quaker organizations 
to create an illusory peacefulness. As 
vulnerable human beings, we avoid 
speaking about the “undiscussables.” 
We can’t face being put down, being 
accused of being judgemental, being 
scapegoated., being discredited, being 
isolated. Friends Meetings are havens 
for people hurting from the pain in the 
world, seeking authenticity, hoping 
for spiritual development, and drawn 
to our insistence that Spirit dwells in 
the heart of all people. It is a tragic 
contradiction therefore to be silenced 
by Friends. 

When none says a word about the 
misbehavior of weighty Quakers, we 
participate in a culture of collusion 
with Quaker bullies who proclaim 
justice while abusing their power. I 
was disheartened twelve years ago in 
an AFSC regional executive commit-
tee that was disrupted by accusations 
and division. Our new program direc-
tor fired or forced the resignation, 

one-by-one, of our program’s excep-
tional staff, creating an escalating cul-
ture of mistrust and abuse. Tragically, 
too many on the executive committee 
trusted this bully and disbelieved 
the refuting stories told by its great-
hearted staff. To quote a member with 
heavy heart who did exit interviews 
with departing staff, “What good is 
it to work for peace and justice when 
the people who work here do not 
experience peace and justice in their 
workplace?”

I have heard many other Quaker 
stories of self-silencing and bullying. 
Some Friends dominate Meeting for 
Worship for Business so badly that 
new Friends, especially young Friends, 
soon go elsewhere. I know about a 
meeting where Friends did nothing 
when an influential older Quaker 
pursued the teen daughter of a family 
attending the meeting, until the family 
finally left. 

When a beloved Friend becomes 
demented and viciously abusive, 
Friends remain silent and meeting 
membership dwindles. I am familiar 
with a sizable meeting that owns slum 
housing, and no one will confront the 
formidable elder controlling it. In one 
meeting, the value of membership in 

the Society of Friends is loudly and 
repeatedly derided as snobby and 
exclusive, but no weighty Quaker 
seems willing to speak out to disagree, 
and the rant continues. These kinds of 
deceits are heart breaking and immo-
bilizing. They turn our testimony of 
integrity to dust.

We have the best intentions. First 
let’s acknowledge that the skills of 
interpersonal nonviolence do not 
come inherently to anyone, not even to 
committed Friends. Despite our deep 
commitment to peace in the world, 
knowing how to enact peace in our 
everyday lives can be challenging. 
Fundamentally, there are the realities 
of nature and nurture—our genetic 
predispositions and how we grew 
up. Emotional disorders and oppres-
sive family experiences can leave an 
adult fearful and speechless. Many 
of us, particularly women and some 
people outside mainstream American 
culture, have been socialized to doubt 
ourselves and to stay quiet. Given our 
very human vulnerabilities, when seri-
ous problems require speaking out to 
disrupt superficial good will, we need 
to help each other find the strength to 
speak truth in a way that can be heard. 
I wish I had a formula for developing 
Friendly courage. I do know that first 
of all, we must have the courage to 
name a problem.

To address individual habits of 
self-silencing, Friends must ask ques-
tions to help difficult truths to be 
spoken. Careful, sensitive questions 
can help Friends name and explore 
unresolved issues that have been 
smoothed over and covered up.

Also using sensitive questioning, 
the Center for Courage and Renewal 
(Parker Palmer and colleagues) has 
developed a model for creating a safe 
space wherein truth can be spoken. 
The Circle of Trust is a setting where 
kindred souls listen in an environment 
so safe that hard truths can be acknowl-
edged. Open questions encourage the 

I  h a v e  w a t c h e d  F r i e n d s 
smooth over troubles within 
Quaker meetings and Quaker 
organizations to create an 
illusory peacefulness. 

I  have heard many other 
Quaker stories of self-silencing 
and bullying. Some Friends 
dominate Meeting for Worship 
for Business so badly that 
new Friends, especially young 
Friends, soon go elsewhere.
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“inner teacher” to emerge without 
telling people what to do.

The possibility of abuse of power 
is everywhere, yet readily denied 
with kindhearted cover-ups: “It’s not 
that bad. She doesn’t mean to upset 
anyone. He’s a good person. That’s 
just his way.” An entire organization 
or Meeting community could use 
Circle of Caring guidelines for listen-
ing through these cover-ups. Growing 
from self-silencing to speaking up 
can happen when we are heard. The 
challenge is devising a tender way to 
wordsmith queries that acknowledge 
the misuse of power. As I propose pos-
sible queries, I realize how threatening 
the subject can be:
• Do you hesitate to speak when 

difficulties arise? What experiences 
have you had?

• Are there  concerns  in  our 
meeting/organization that are 
unmentionable and need to be 
spoken?

• What could be done within our 
meeting (or organization) to 
promote healthy truth-telling in 
ways that are consistent with our 
testimonies?

• Might we participate in training 
to enhance our ability to enact 
everyday peace among Friends?
Individual Friends need each 

other’s help to recognize bullying 

behavior. We cannot do it alone. We 
need each other to grow in understand-
ing that this damaging behavior is 
painful, intimidating, and disruptive 
of community. There is nothing more 
heartbreaking than feeling alone with 
an emerging awareness of bullying; 
we need to stand beside each other. 
A bully culture is sustained as long as 
the wrong kind of silence is tolerated.

When threatening behavior is 
recognized and acknowledged, several 
approaches are helpful in confronting 
it. In the face of Quaker bullying, a 
“wait a minute” response permits time 
to consider how to proceed. Calling for 
silence is always powerful and should 
be used freely in response to blaming, 
anger, and other disruptive behaviors.

A few websites that can help guide 
Friends in developing strategies to 
confront bullying and self-silencing 
are: <workplacebullying.org>, <bul-
lyonline.org>, <nwcompass.org>, and 
<couragerenewal.org>.

Friends communities can study 
these resources to gain insight as they 
talk with each other to diagnose prob-
lems, journal to grow in understanding 
and to document behavior, and develop 
responses to predictable bullying be-
havior. Practicing verbal responses to 
predictable behavior can be very help-
ful to guide a response the next time 
it occurs. Bullies have a tendency to 

play people against each other. Help 
each other by rehearsing the best words 
for responses before they are needed.

The challenge of speaking words 
that can be heard is significant. One 
framework for doing this is the practice 
of Compassionate Communication 
(Nonviolent Communication or NVC, 
New Compass website above) as 
developed by Marshall Rosenberg and 
associates. NVC written and audiovi-
sual materials, as well as workshops, 
teach methods of using language that 
is not alienating. The four-step NVC 
model includes: stating an observation 
that is as nonjudgmental as possible, 
expressing our own feelings, express-
ing our own needs, and then requesting 
a change from another person, using 
non-demanding language that does not 
elicit a defensive response. Training in 
any well-grounded model for media-
tion or conflict resolution would be 
of immense value in promoting the 
speaking of truth among Friends.

In conclusion, difficulties speaking 
and hearing truth seem to be endemic 
to the human condition, and Friends are 
not immune. I recommend sensitively 
fashioned queries, frankly confronting 
disruptive behaviors, and strengthen-
ing our community capacity to speak 
our minds in response to difficulties 
that are not being addressed. We can 
rehearse our words with one another. 
For me, the most fundamental chal-
lenge is to live our testimonies among 
ourselves. I believe we can do better. 
In all efforts, we need to “cover each 
other’s backs.” Let us stand together 
to risk living in peace with each other.

Joyce Zerwekh has been a Quaker for 
nearly forty years and is currently a 
member of Multnomah Friends Meeting, 
Oregon. She was a pioneer in the hospice 
movement and has taught at several 
schools of nursing around the country 
<JZerwekh@cu-portland.edu>. This 
essay was first published in the November-
December 2013 issue of Western Friend, 
reprinted by permission. 

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 selecting and organizing material for 
this anthology under a tentative title “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.
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The Future of Quakerism 
in Britain Yearly Meeting: The Inward Path

Felicity Kaal

As conscious beings we are aware 
we are alive and how precarious 

our existence is. If we think too much 
about it, it’s terrifying, so we seek help. 
We need explanations and guidance. 
We want explanatory stories that tell 
us where we’ve come from, where 
we’re going to and why we are here. 
They don’t have to be literally true, 
but they must resonate at some level 
of our being. We want guidance on 
how to behave, how to deal with our 
emotions and experiences in the world. 
We want explanations that make sense 
of different states of consciousness 
that we experience, like dreams and 
peak numinous moments. We want to 
relieve our existential angst and to sat-
isfy our often-inexplicable longings.

This is why every culture creates a 
religion. As cultures change, their reli-
gion changes. If the religion does not 
evolve with the people it will be dis-
carded and a new religion adopted to 
fulfil the needs of the time. A religion 
emerges that will provide explanations 
and guidance relevant to the contem-
porary understanding of the world.  
So a time of rapid societal change, of 
knowledge and understanding of the 
physical world and of the means of 
production, will trigger cultural and 
structural changes in society and this 
will include a time of religious turmoil.  
As was the case in 17th century, and 
as is the case now. There have been 
immense changes in the last hundred 
years and the rate of change is increas-
ing with this century. 

We have moved from a homoge-
nous modern, industrialised society to a 
multi-cultural, pluralistic, postmodern, 
computerised society with different 
work practices, lifestyles, gender roles, 
attitudes, beliefs, worldviews and so 
on. Accompanying this is a huge drop 

in church attendance and a rise in secu-
larism, in atheism, in fundamentalism, 
in new religions often known as spiri-
tualities and a spread of religions from 
other countries. All the world’s religious 
traditions, practices and teachings are 
now available to us.

Quakers shift to Liberal Quakerism 
at the beginning of the 20th century 
anticipated and pre-empted these 
changes.

For early Quakers belief in God, 
Christ and the teachings from the 
Bible were givens, taken for granted.  
They provided the explanatory stories, 
language, concepts and metaphors.  It 

was the guidance from the church, the 
church‘s authority, that early Quakers 
challenged.  They believed there was 
that of God in everyone; an individual 
did not need an intermediary because 
they could have a direct experience of 
the Divine.  If you opened yourself to 
the Inward Light it would teach you 
directly; first by revealing your dark-
ness, which would transform you, and 
then by guiding you to in how to act 
in the world.  

Then came the Quietist and 
Evangelical periods, which did not 
address the challenge of modernism: 
the findings of science, the emphasis 
on verifiable facts and theories based 
on research, such as evolution.  Instead 
Quakers first separated themselves 

from the world, though still working 
actively for social change, and then 
turned back to scripture for guidance.

The Religious Society of Friends 
move to Liberal Quakerism was a 
rejection of the Evangelical approach 
and an acceptance of modern thought.  
Ben Pink Dandelion1 states the four 
tenets of Liberal Quakerism delineated 
by John Wilhelm Rowntree and Rufus 
Jones as: 

• experience is primary
• continuing revelation
• open to new light
• faith relevant to the age
The first two were a reclaiming of 

early Quakers’ original spiritual foun-
dation, looking to the Inward Light 
for direct guidance.   The second two 
were embracing modern thought and 
looking to the future - an evolving 
spirituality.

What We Need to Retain
It is said the one Quaker dogma 

is the belief that there is “that of God 
in every one.” We believe it is pos-
sible for everyone to set aside their 
ego and open a direct line to God and, 
in an attitude of expectant waiting, to 
receive guidance for our actions in the 
world. This is what we do in meeting 
for worship.

We are an experience-based reli-
gion. We give priority to our experi-
ence of Divine guidance continually 
revealing our way forward rather 
than relying on clergy or scripture for 
guidance. Instead we go through a 
discernment process, both individually 
and corporately, to test the leading. It 
is why we say “I hope so” rather than 
“I will” because we don’t know if the 
leading and guidance will change.

Consequently, to take an active 

We have moved from a homoge-
nous modern, industrialised soci-
ety to a multi-cultural, pluralistic, 
postmodern, computerised soci-
ety with different work practices, 
lifestyles, gender roles, attitudes, 
beliefs, worldviews and so on.
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part in the life of the meeting you 
must accept that a Source for this 
guidance exists. I have already used a 
number of words for it, God, Divine, 
Source, Inward Light, and there are 
many more: Jesus, Love, Goddess, 
Spirit, Web of Life, Christ, Something 
Greater, Creative Energy and so 
on. For the moment I will call it the 
Spiritual Realm.2  It is where ministry 
and leadings come from.

To be a Quaker it is necessary 
to accept that the Spiritual Realm 
exists. The modern and postmodern 
world tends to reject anything that is 
not objectively verifiable, and either 
refuses to accept the validity of the 
subjective world or says it is merely a 
social construction. As a friend of mine 
put it, “humans have an emotional need 
to be rational’ “

Accepting that the Spiritual Realm 
exists is not based on a belief in its 
existence but in a knowing of its exis-
tence through a subjective experience 
of going there, by using a spiritual 
practice.

What We Need to Retrieve
We need to reclaim challenge, 

depth and breadth in our spiritual life. 
These are all in Quaker Faith and 
Practice, but we seem to have lost 
focus on them or watered them down. 
We have become a comforting faith not 
a challenging one: providing a place 
of comfort and care instead of a firm 
container within which it is safe to be 
challenged, explore, experiment and 
grow. Remember Quakers abolished 
the laity to all become clergy, which 
means, as members,3 turning your life 
over to God’s guidance. 
Darkness and Light

The spiritual journey is one of 
inner transformation achieved by 
opening to the Inward Light and 
accepting the reality it reveals to us. 

Early Friends rejected the con-
cept of original sin and proclaimed 
there was “that of God in everyone.”  

More recently, we have developed a 
tendency to focus on the light and shy 
away from the darkness in ourselves, 
each other or our meetings. But, as 
George Fox discovered, it is through 
accepting all aspects of ourselves, our 
propensity for both good and evil, 
that our transformation occurs. We all 
experience pain and suffering. We all 
do, think, and feel bad things, but that 
does not mean we are bad people, just 
human. Our spiritual journey is to open 
ourselves to the Inward Light, which 
will reveal our darkness and shadow4 
and learn to love it all. Denial is anath-
ema to the spiritual path.

The work of Carl Jung has dem-
onstrated that the shadow is not all 
negative. Depending upon our child-
hood experience, both good and bad 
attributes can be pushed into shadow 
and need to be brought back into con-
sciousness to become a whole person. 

Consequently, we must be willing 
to engage with our darkness and our 
shadow and provide support for each 
other to help us address both as they 
arise in our lives. The Experiment with 
Light, developed by Rex Ambler5 from 
George Fox’s writings, is a practice 
that can raise shadow issues. This is 
often challenging and difficult work. 
We need a system to support each 
other, through such things as mentors, 
meetings for clearness and spiritual 
friendship groups.

Deeper 
We have become shallow, a flat-

land, saying things like “anybody 
can be an elder” or “the distinction 
between members and attenders is 

elitist, let’s treat everyone the same.” 
How has this come about? Maybe we 
went too far when we moved from 
being exclusively birthright Friends 
and opened up to welcome all?  Maybe, 
in our effort to be egalitarian and 
inclusive, we’ve got caught in the post-
modern ego inflation of “nobody can 
tell me what to do, think, or believe.” 
Maybe we have become part of the 
pluralistic culture which rejects all 
hierarchy and authority. But we all 
have different gifts, abilities, strengths 
and calling. We all have things we can 
learn from each other and teach to each 
other. (This political correctness that is 
uncomfortable with the word “teach” 
is a symptom of the flatland culture I 
refer to above.)  

We are a mystical tradition and 
all mystical paths acknowledge levels 
and stages on the spiritual journey. We 
progress through these stages at differ-
ent rates so inevitably some will have 
travelled deeper in the Spiritual Realm 
and be more experienced than others.  

Consequently, we must supply 
maps of the Spiritual Realm and pro-
vide experienced travellers and guides 
who are familiar with the territory, can 
read the signposts, recognise the land-
scape, know which paths are dead ends 
and the dangers you’re likely to meet 
on the way and can offer guidance. 
We must promote spiritual practices, 
which take people deeper. 

The year I became a member of the 
Religious Society of Friends I came to 
a spiritual crisis and did not know who 
to go to within Quakers and, instead, 
went to a Buddhist for guidance. Later 
I thought, “This is wrong. I’ve joined 
a religious organisation but have to 
go outside of it for spiritual help and 
advice!” Similarly, many Friends have 
sought help from other traditions to 
deepen their spiritual practice.

Wider 
We are becoming narrow and 

by default excluding some pathways 
to God. Recently a seasoned Friend 

Accepting that the Spiritual 
Realm exists is not based on a 
belief in its existence but in a 
knowing of its existence through 
a subjective experience of going 
there, by using a spiritual practice.
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joined the Catholic Church because 
she had reached a stage in her spiritual 
journey where she felt called to a closer 
and more devotional relationship with 
a personalised God. She felt this was 
not possible within Quakerism.  Are we 
kowtowing to the postmodern discom-
fort with words like worship, prayer, 
surrender and the kind of God you 
bow-down to?  Are we losing devoted 
members because we don’t want to 
upset attenders and newer members 
with the language some of us want to 
use? (More on language below)

There are different pathways to 
God, different types of terrain in the 
Spiritual Realm.  There is the intel-
lectual path through studying religious 
texts; the inner, contemplative, silent 
path; the practical path via work and 
action in the world; the devotional path 
through worship and surrender; the 
physical path through body movement; 
and the path of sound using prayer and 
incantation. 

Consequently, we must be inclu-
sive of all types of people and accept 
the different pathways to God. We need 
to explain that all are of equal value 
and validity and equally welcome.  We 
must help those who, because of their 
personal religious history, have diffi-
culties with others following different 
paths to their own preferred one.

What We Need to 
Change/Introduce

Within meetings we are encoun-
tering difficulties with differences in 
belief, language and the concept of 
God. Up until last century Quakers 
were all Christians: birthright Friends 
and refugees from the Church with 
shared beliefs, language and spiritual 
practice. Reading the Bible and prayer 
was a familiar part of everyday life 
for them. Increasingly now we have 
refugees from the postmodern world, 
with a variety of religious backgrounds 
or none. Some reject the existence of 
a Spiritual Realm altogether and have 

no experience of a spiritual practice but 
find solace in our meetings for wor-
ship. Some carry painful baggage from 
religious encounters in their past and 
have difficulty with certain religious 
language. As Quakers we welcome all 
to our meeting for worship.

Spiritual Practice
New attenders with no religious 

background come into meeting for 
worship and don’t know what to do. 
We expect them to sit in silence for 
an hour and “centre down.” We speak 
of centring down in meeting as if it is 
an easy and obvious thing to do, but 
it is not. It involves switching into a 
subtly different state of consciousness. 
You have to learn starting and opening 
techniques and how to recognise when 
you have made a connection, then how 

to listen and differentiate between 
the different things that come to you. 
This is the discernment process at the 
centre of Quaker practice and may be 
unfamiliar even to those from other 
religious backgrounds. 

Consequently, we need to teach 
it. We need an introduction to open-
ing and connecting for enquirers and 
new attenders, followed by a number 
of deepening practices as experience 
grows. Spiritual practice is like finger 
exercises on the piano, ie essential if 
you are ever to play easily and flu-
ently. We need to develop the spiritual 
muscle. We need to open a pathway 
to the Spiritual Realm and gradually 
widen it and keep it clear by constant 
use, otherwise when you need guid-
ance in an emergency, it will be too 
overgrown and you will not be able to 
get through or connect in a hurry. 

As we travel further into the 
Spiritual Realm our spiritual practice 
needs to change and deepen. We need 
to facilitate this by providing guides 
and appropriate training.

Language and Belief
Increasingly, since the 1960s, all 

the religions of the world have become 
available to us. In my city I can think 
of at least six Buddhist centres, plus 
mosques, temples and many differ-
ent Christian denominations. You can 
learn earth-based spiritualities and take 
part in pagan rituals. The complete list 
would be very long. 

Traditionally people have turned 
to religion to answer the big questions 
like: why and what are we here for? 
How am I supposed to behave? The 
stories, language, concepts and images 
we are given as children in answer 
to these questions I call our spiritual 
mother tongue. It may be religious or 
secular. As adults we may choose other 
explanations from the wide number 
available to us. Many people now end 
up with a bit of a hodge-podge.

When we sit in meeting for wor-
ship and connect with the Spiritual 
Realm we experience a different state 
of consciousness. The experience is a 
subjective, felt sense. To articulate it to 
ourselves and even more so to others 
we have to use words, images and 
concepts. It is frustratingly difficult. 
We are trying to describe the inde-
scribable. The spiritual experience is 
beyond words. It is why religions and 
spiritual teachers use metaphor and 
story so much. 

We have to interpret our experi-
ence, and to do so we use the language 
and beliefs from our personal, cultural 
history. For all Quakers a hundred years 
ago this would have been Christian. 
Now we cover a wide diversity of belief 
and language. Our worship grounded in 
silence allows for this.

We must help those who, because 
of their personal religious 
history, have difficulties with 
others following different paths 
to their own preferred one.
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People want to feel a part of their 
religious community and traditionally 
religions have defined themselves 
through shared beliefs and language. 
In our meetings people often get upset 
by the language used by others. 

Consequently, we must be clearer 
about what it is we share, what binds 
us together, as a community of Quakers 
and what it is okay for us to be differ-
ent in. 

We share a spiritual practice in 
which, through a continual and con-
tinuing process of discernment, we 
open ourselves to the Inward Light, 
to reveal our darkness and allow it to 
transform us, then go out and act in the 
world from that place.

Nowadays we may use differ-
ent language and different beliefs to 
express what we experience when we 
open ourselves to the Inward Light. We 
must learn to be tolerant and accepting 
of each others’ language and beliefs, 
which are based on our individual per-
sonal and cultural history, and learn to 
translate between them. This will take 
time and will require some training.

We must offer support and under-
standing to those who are upset by 
another’s language. They may need 
help to heal past religious hurts. We 
need to train elders and overseers in 
these roles.

We do have a particular Quaker 
language we share, which we could do 
more to define and use.

Concept of God
In postmodern Britain, attitudes 

to religion have changed dramati-
cally with a wholesale rejection of the 
omniscient, omnipotent, omnipresent 
father image of God. Quakers have 
sought for a new conception of the 
Divine but we have mainly done this 
individually rather than corporately. 
We have slipped into not talking about 
religious belief for fear of offending 
or upsetting others. In the process we 

have lost a clear sense of who we are 
as Quakers. We value and stress our 
religious diversity but when asked to 
define Quakerism we tend to do it by 
what we are not. Saying such things as, 
“we don’t have a creed, altar, sacred 
buildings, clergy, ceremonies, etc.” 
This is not good enough.

Discussions about the existence 
or non-existence of God have been 

raging for centuries and are crucial 
to a belief-based religion. However, 
Quakerism is an experience-based 
religion whose worship is founded in 
silent communion. This has enabled 
us to accept a wide diversity of belief 
within our meetings and to side-step 
the debate about the nature of God, 

but nevertheless underlying tensions 
have been growing and need to be 
addressed.

I find the integral philosopher Ken 
Wilber’s6 analysis and concept of the 
1-2-3 of God, or the Three Faces of 
Spirit, useful here. He defines first-
person, second-person & third-person 
perspectives of God.7

• First-person God is experienced 
within oneself—the Witness, Higher 
Self, Soul—immanent. The Eastern 
contemplative traditions especially 
focus on this.

• Second-person God is experienced 
as an external being—the Divine Thou 
to whom I must surrender—transcen-
dent. The theistic traditions of the West 
especially focus on this.
• Third-person God is experienced as 
present in the Web of Life, the Great 
Perfection of existence itself, Nature—
manifest. Wilber says Spinoza made 
this conception of God famous.

The Christian church has always 
focused on the second-person perspec-
tive of God and discouraged or com-
pletely rejected first and third-person 
perspectives. 

In postmodern Britain many 
people are now embracing first-
person and third-person pathways to 
God. The desire for first-person God 
is apparent in the huge rise in popu-
larity in all forms of personal spiritual 
exploration and paths to altered states 
of consciousness, with such practices 
as meditation, yoga, martial arts, reiki 
and drug taking. The re-emergence of 
earth-based spiritualities and the birth 
of the eco movement are examples of 
current explorations into the third face 
of God. 

Many refugees from the postmod-
ern world that come into our meetings 
reject the second-person God, the great 
Thou to whom you must bow down 
and surrender. Instead since the 1960’s 
people have been seeking a personal 
experience, first-person God, and 
reject the explanations of theology and 
the beliefs that the traditions require. 
I think this is what people mean when 
they talk about being “spiritual but 
not religious.” However, the danger 
of having no second-person God is 
that it encourages the ego inflation, 
mentioned above, that is so prevalent 
in postmodern culture.

Unlike the other Christian denomi-
nations, Quakers have always put 
the first-person experience of God 
foremost and included in it the second-
person approach of surrendering one’s 
ego to God’s will. Recently, with 

We expect [new attenders] to sit 
in silence for an hour and “centre 
down.” We speak of centring down 
in meeting as if it is an easy and 
obvious thing to do, but it is not.  

Consequently, we need to teach 
it. We need an introduction to 
opening and connecting for 
enquirers and new attenders, 
followed by a number of deepening 
practices as experience grows.  
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the growth of the green/eco/climate 
change concern, Quakers are now 
accepting the third-person perspec-
tive too.  Our meeting for worship 
grounded in silence embraces all 
three faces and allows individuals to 
approach from the perspective they 
feel most speaks to their condition. 
My use of the term Spiritual Realm 
encompasses all three.

Consequently, our postmodern 
world needs a second-person concept 
of God that includes current knowl-
edge about the universe and human 
psychology. Quakers are well placed 
to provide this as we have already 
embraced scientific knowledge, and 
surveys8 show that most of us have 
been developing our own individual 
concepts. We now need to address it 
corporately and articulate a second-
person concept of God that we can all 
be comfortable with and speaks to our 
present condition.

Conclusion of The 
Inward Path

A hundred years ago Quakers were 
a tightly knit, community of Christian 
birthright Friends, now the majority 
of Quakers in Britain are convinced 
Friends from a variety of religious or 
secular backgrounds. This presents us 
with certain challenges that need to be 
addressed. 

We need to be a lot more explicit 
about what Quakerism is to both the 
general public and to attenders at our 
meetings. Convinced Friends do not 
learn Quakerism at their mother’s knee 
and need to be taught it, in all its aspects 
and in well-defined stages, including 
preparation for membership and the 
continuing deepening of our spiritual 
life. Negligence in doing this has led to 
a variety of problems in our meetings.

We need to reassert the spiritual 
practice at our core plus the breadth 
and depth it encompasses and the chal-
lenge of embracing our darkness that 
is inherent in a spiritual life. 

We are an experience-based not 
belief-based religion, which enables 
us to distinguish between our shared 
spiritual practice and the beliefs and 
language used to express our indi-
vidual religious experience. This very 
useful distinction combined with our 
worship grounded in silence enable 
us to accommodate the plurality of 
language and belief current in 21st 
century Britain. However, we need to 
address more directly the tensions and 
conflicts this creates, learn to accept 
each other’s religious language, con-

cepts and beliefs and learn to translate. 
For instance, the Quaker spiritual 

practice we share is that, through a 
process of continuing and continual 
discernment, we open ourselves to the 
Inward Light, to reveal our darkness 
and allow the experience to transform 
us, and then go out and act in the world 
from that place. It was through this 
practice that early Quakers achieved 
the heightened inner state of con-
sciousness they called the Kingdom 
of Heaven on earth. It is the mystical 
core of all traditions.

For traditional Christians:
This may be expressed as through 

prayer to Jesus Christ, the Holy Spirit 
washes away our sins. We are forgiven 
and born again in God’s name, then 
carry this message into the world to 
help others, and be assured of a place 
in heaven.

For Buddhists as:
Through a deepening meditation 

practice, we step aside from grasp-
ing desire and welcome all aspects of 

ourselves, to achieve enlightenment 
and take the Bodhisattva vow to work 
for the happiness of all.

For Jungians as:
Through journalling, dream work 

and psychotherapy, we reclaim and 
integrate our shadow and shift from 
identification with the small self 
to the Higher Self and so achieve 
self-actualisation.

Or, to put it most simply… Listen 
and do what Love requires of us.

Endnotes
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8) Pink Dandelion, The Quakers: A Very 
Short Introduction, Oxford University Press, 
2008, p. 68.

This is excerpted from a longer essay 
by Felicity Kaal that was first published 
in The Friends Quarterly, May 2010, 
reprinted with permission. It shared second 
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fq/>.

We must offer support and 
understanding to those who are 
upset by another’s language.  
They may need help to heal past 
religious hurts.  We need to train 
elders and overseers in these roles
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The talk I gave at the WHOOSH 
conference at Woodbrooke Quaker 

Study Centre came as ministry.  I 
started with three questions. 

Do we have the right fuel to ignite 
the twenty-first century UK?

As Quakers, we live in an eclectic 
wider society that has embraced mul-
ticulturalism and welcomes diversity. 
A minority have stayed with their 
traditions, both religious and social, 
while most have rejected the idea of an 
eternal realm or a single absolute truth. 
They reject hierarchy and challenge 
authority with an attitude of “nobody 
can tell me what to do, think, feel or 
say.” Also Margaret Thatcher’s “no 
society” encouraged an “every man 
for himself [sic]” attitude. A particular 
downside of this, is that it has led to 
the omnipotence of the individual ego 
and the loss of a shared and binding 
moral code.

Liberal Quakerism suits the spiritual 
seekers in contemporary British society 
because we are an established non-
hierarchical organisation with rotating 
leadership. We are comfortable with 
doubt, have no absolutes, no creed one 
has to sign up to. Our worship, grounded 
in silence with spontaneous individual 
ministry, enables us to embrace a diver-
sity of belief and expression.

We have the safe container of a 
tried and tested 350-year-old tradi-
tion that already includes what they 
are looking for. In addition, we have 
a moral code expressed in our testi-
monies to peace, truth, equality and 
simplicity, and guidance on how to live 
in “Advices and Queries.”

Yes, we have the right spiritual 
fuel to ignite contemporary society in 
the twenty-first century. But we have 
work to do first…

Do we have the spiritual fuel within 
Liberal Quakerism to take off and 

Spiritual Fuel
Felicity Kaal

go WHOOSH?
At the Friends World Conference 

in April a young American Friend, 
Noah Baker Merrill, accused us 
of having settled back to living 
off the great Quakers and deeds 
of the past <saltandlight2012.org/
address-Noah-Baker-Merrill>.

So I ask, is this true? Have we 
lost our original charisma? Where are 
our modern prophets and present-day 
mystics, our great spiritual teachers? 
Thomas Kelly seems to have been the 
last in the USA… where/who was the 
last UK one?

I believe our supplies are severely 
depleted because we’ve stopped focus-
ing on our religion. We have become 
uncomfortable with talking about 
our spiritual lives, firstly because we 
preferred to “let our lives speak,” 
and rejected proselytising. Then later 
people got upset about the language 
others used and we stopped sharing, 
teaching, challenging, exploring and 
growing spiritually together.

We need to reclaim our spiritual 
core. We are the Religious Society of 
Friends. What is our religion?

We’ve got stuck in the relativist 
mire, too polite, too middle class, don’t 
want to upset anyone. The spiritual 
path is not comfortable. It is about 
inner transformation—this is how we 
achieve the “Kingdom of Heaven” on 
earth. We have to be uncomfortable 
to have the impetus to learn, to grow 
and to change. We have to face things 
in ourselves—our darkness. George 
Fox’s inner transformation occurred 
when he experienced, owned and 
accepted his own darkness.

Since the adoption of Liberal 
Quakerism one hundred years ago, the 
composition of the Religious Society 
of Friends has changed dramatically. 
Then, the membership was Christian 
and predominantly birthright Friends. 

Now, the majority are convinced 
Friends from a wide variety of religious 
and secular backgrounds. It is necessary 
for us to reclaim/redefine/pare down 
what is at our centre. We share a history, 
structures, processes, some language 
but—what is the religion at our core? 
I believe it is our core practice—a 
sentence that was given to me in 2008 
when asked to speak at Britain Yearly 
Meeting—that “through a continuing 
and continual process of discernment, I/
we open ourselves to the Inward Light, 
to reveal our darkness, and allow it to 
transform us, then go out and act in the 
world from that place.”

This is what we do in Meeting for 
Worship and Meeting for Worship for 
Business. We open to and connect with 
Something Greater than our individual 
ego and intellect and receive guidance. 
The primary Quaker belief is this: there 
is that of God in everyone and all can 
have this experience. This presup-
poses that God exists: that there is an 
absolute, intangible, eternal world that 
exists alongside the temporal, ever-
changing, relativistic, material world 
we inhabit (and in which our rational-
ity serves us so well). And that we can 
enter the eternal world via stillness and 
silence, and experience the Divine. As 
soon as we start interpreting our expe-
rience we’ve entered the rational tem-
poral world. We can experience God 
but it is difficult to define or express 
because the experience is beyond the 
material temporal world.

This experience is subtle, a dif-
ferent state of consciousness. It is 
not easy to recognise and we need 
to help/to teach people. All religious 
traditions recognise there are stages on 
the spiritual path: that as we stay and 
deepen and allow uncomfortable truths 
to reveal themselves, difficulties arise.
Then we need experienced teachers 
who have been there to guide us.
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Yes, we rightfully rejected the 
power hierarchy—the right of one 
person to have power over another—
but we threw the baby out with the 
bathwater. We need to acknowledge 
that we are not all the same. We have 
different gifts, strengths, weaknesses 
and learning: specialists in any field 
know more than non-specialists. We 
need to accept the existence of a 
wisdom hierarchy: acknowledge the 
spiritually wise, encourage and support 
them. And, if willing, tell the rest of 
us who they are so we can go to them 
for guidance.

So yes, I think we have the spiri-
tual fuel but we have work to do to fill 
our tanks before we can take off into 
the world. We need a spiritual renewal.

So what do we need to increase 
our supplies? Are we prepared to do 
the work?

Are our tanks full? Can we replenish 
them? Do we have enough fuel for 
every local meeting, and to travel 
further?

I’ve already mentioned our need 
for teachers at different stages of the 
spiritual journey.

However, before we can start 
talking, sharing and supporting each 
other in our spiritual lives, we have 
to address the difficulties in meetings 
resulting from differences in language 
and belief.

The first tenet of Liberal Quakerism 
is that experience is primary: the guid-
ance we receive in worship together 
takes precedence over all other sources, 
such as the Bible. This goes right back 
to early Friends. The spiritual experi-
ence is to enter that other world beyond 
ego, mind, thought, rationality… 
beyond words, concepts and images. 
To articulate this ineffable experience, 
to bring it into this world, we have to 
interpret our experience and to do that 
we have to use words, concepts and 
images. Each tradition has developed 
their own to describe the indescribable.

A major post-modern insight is 
that all our perceptions are interpreted 
through our own personal and cultural 
lens. So in our culturally diverse meet-
ings it is inevitable that we will use a 
variety of words, concepts and images. 
Can we accept that the language each 
Friend uses to describe their spiritual 
experience is true for them? Can we 
allow each other to do this? Can we 
proclaim corporately that everyone 
is entitled to express their spiritual 
experience in the language that is right 
for them? And can we offer help and 
support to those who have past hurts to 
heal that make certain language painful 
for them? Then we all need to get better 
at translation. For example: when I say 
Holy Spirit you say Energy, or (more 
likely) the other way round.

So if we can agree that it is okay 
to be different in the language we use 
to express our spiritual experience, we 
need to get a lot clearer about what 
we share.

We already have the attitudes, 
beliefs and structures that many in the 
UK, especially the young, are calling 
for/want/need in a religion. Plus, in our 
testimonies and “Advices and Queries,” 
we have moral guidance for how to 
behave, which, people are increasingly 
becoming aware, is so desperately 
needed in contemporary Britain. It’s 
all there in Quaker Faith and Practice.

However, we need to re-frame 
our religion in twenty-first century 
language, images and concepts. We 
need to reinterpret Quaker teachings in 
a twenty-first century context, taking 
into account all recent knowledge, 
perspectives, and discoveries of our 
world. We need to reassert/redefine 
what is at our spiritual core. What it is 
we do in Meeting for Worship. What 
it is we share as Quakers and what it 
is okay to be different in. For instance, 
we could state that we have become a 
multi-belief Religious Society and we 
allow all to interpret and express their 
spiritual experience in the language 

that is right for them: accepting there 
is one eternal realm that we all have 
access to and from which we seek and 
receive guidance. And consequently 
we all need to get better at translation.

To deepen our spiritual life we 
need to remember that the spiritual 
journey is one of inner transforma-
tion—to seek the kingdom of heaven 
within. We need to acknowledge that 
there are stages on the deepening spiri-
tual journey and that there is a wisdom 
hierarchy from which we can provide 
experienced guides to help each other.

To do this re-framing, reinterpret-
ing and redefining, we need to start 
talking to each other, sharing our reli-
gious experience, insights, and under-
standing. We could start nationwide 
threshing meetings to seek the Truth, 
as early Friends did. For instance, 
asking and sharing what we mean 
by God, worship, prayer. The wider 
society is desperately in need of new 
understandings of these terms, relevant 
to the twenty-first century world view, 
and as a multi-belief, experience-based 
religion we are in an optimal place to 
provide them. To give us the confi-
dence to do this, maybe we need to 
provide guidelines so everyone feels 
safe enough to speak openly.

This is how we can replenish our 
spiritual tanks and establish new sup-
plies to go WHOOSH!

I believe we have the spiritual fuel 
many in our society are seeking—
thirsting for. But they know nothing of 
our religion. When I tell people about 
liberal Quakerism, in trains, planes, 
taxis, in bus and supermarket queues, 
they are interested and excited and all 
say “I didn’t know.” We need to stop 
hiding our Light under a bushel: start 
talking to each other and to people 
everywhere. We have something amaz-
ing to offer. Let’s share it.
Felicity Kaal is a member of Bristol Area 
Meeting UK. This talk was published in Quaker 
Voices in November 2012, reprinted with 
permission
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When asked, “What are Quakers?” 
What do you say? 

Many of us struggle, especially 
when that question is rapidly followed 
by “What do Quakers believe?”

Early Friends were committed to 
spreading the message that we can 
be led by a direct experience of the 
Divine.1 That message is just as rel-
evant and needed today as in the 17th 
century, but we have gone “quietist” 
about it. So I asked, “why are Quakers 
now squeamish about proselytising?” 

Roger Sturge, a member of my 
Area Meeting and birthright Friend, 
responded, “I think it is a combina-
tion of two important elements in our 
liberal Quaker thought: 1) unwilling-
ness to state our religious experience 
in sufficiently definite terms to be able 
to preach to the unconverted, and 2) 
unwillingness to impose our religious 
understanding on anyone else. That 
led us increasingly into emphasis on 
service rather than mission, preaching 
by example, if you like. ...There is now 
greater commitment to outreach, but 
so many of us grew up with “Quakers 
don’t proselytise” that we aren’t very 
good at it!2

I am going to suggest an approach 
to answering the above questions and 
why it is important to start talking 
about our religion again as well as 
continuing “to let our lives speak.”

When asked, “What are Quakers?” 
I usually start with the four tenets of 
Liberal Quakerism as delineated by 
John Wilhelm Rowntree and Rufus 
Jones a hundred years ago:

• experience is primary
• continuing revelation
• open to new light
• faith relevant to the age3

The first two refer back to early 
Friends’ reliance on the direct expe-
rience of guidance from the Inward 

Spiritual Activism
Felicity Kaal

Light rather than a priest or scripture 
for how to act in the world. We are a 
mystical tradition relying on a personal 
encounter with the Divine.

Note that Roger, in his two points 
above refers to “our religious experi-
ence” and “understanding.” He does 
not mention belief. We are an expe-
rience-based rather than belief-based 
tradition and, I think, this has led to 
some of our difficulty in explaining 
Quakerism. We have become confused 
because the western religious tradition 
is belief- and book-based. So people 
automatically think religion is about 
beliefs and theology. Being a belief-
based religion means that what one 
primarily needs is to know the relevant 
beliefs and be able to tell interested 
others what they are. 

One hundred years ago Britain was 
still a predominantly Christian country. 
Quakers were familiar and comfortable 
with the Bible and Christian theol-
ogy, so the matter of belief was not 
contentious. 

As liberal Quakers, many of us 
have become less certain of our own 
beliefs. In the latter half of the 20th 
century in particular, many convinced 
Friends have come from different 
religious or secular backgrounds. 
Consequently, we have lost confidence 
in talking about our religion because 
we are uncertain about expressing 
our beliefs to each other. We need 
to reframe our understanding of 
Quakerism to the one that has been 
prevalent in the West for millennia. 
We need to realise the full significance 
of the fact that we are primarily an 
experience-based religion. 

At the core of our religious life is 
our spiritual practice and how we live 
our lives. What we do, not what we 
believe. Having experience as primary 
and accepting continuing revelation4 
means that our actions are based on 

our current spiritual insights. We seek 
and follow the leadings of Spirit both 
individually and corporately as expe-
rienced in Meeting for Worship and 
Meeting for Worship for Business. 

The Quaker spiritual practice we 
share is this: through a process 
o f  cont inu ing  and cont inua l 
discernment, we open ourselves 
to the Inward Light, to reveal our 
darkness and allow the experience 
to transform us. Then we go out and 
act in the world from that place. It 
was through this practice that early 
Quakers achieved the heightened 
inner state of consciousness they 
called the “Kingdom of Heaven on 
earth.” It is the mystical core of all 
traditions.5 

We are a mystical tradition looking 
for a direct experience of the Divine 
and to be transformed by it and guided 
by it. From this practice we have 
produced our testimonies and Quaker 
Faith and Practice to guide how we 
act in the world. For over 350 years 
we have developed ways of testing the 
guidance we receive. 

This practice is predicated on two 
assumptions: 1) that there is Something 
Greater than our ego and rational mind 
from which we can receive guidance 
and 2) that all people are capable of 
connecting with and receiving guid-
ance from it.

What do we mean by Something 
Greater? Nowadays people use many 
different terms: the historical and still 
most commonly used is God. From 
surveys it is apparent that Quakers are 
re-thinking and changing their concept 
of God. At present we are doing this 
individually. If we could start talking 
to each other about this more, we may 
find we have useful insights for the 
many people who are searching for a 
new way of understanding the Ultimate 
Reality.6 
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How do we know there is 
Something Greater? It cannot be 
objectively proved, as connection with 
the Divine is a subjective experience 
existing in the Spiritual Realm not the 
material world. Research is ongoing 
to find a physical correlate, a neural 
pathway to our felt spiritual experi-
ence. At the Seeker Movement Spring 
Conference 2010 Tim James presented 
us with evidence suggesting that the 
right side of the brain provides the 
route to spiritual experience.7 

Initially we are asking people to 
take it on trust and saying if you do a 
regular practice and regularly attend 
Meeting for Worship you will come 
to experience it for yourself. However, 
we do not teach a spiritual practice. 
We expect people to come along to 
our Meetings and “centre down” as if 
it is easy and anyone can do it imme-
diately. It is not and often they can’t, 
especially if they have no previous 
experience of any form of worship. 
We need to do more to help newcom-
ers to learn and to offer introductory 
practices. The experience of opening 
and connecting to the Divine is subtle 
and difficult to recognise, and people 
may have false expectations of what 
they will experience. We need to teach 
a variety of practices suited to different 
temperaments and to offer guidance 
and support in how to deepen our 
spiritual experience.

The final part of our practice is “to 
go out and act in the world from that 
place.” Our aim is to live the leadings 
we receive in Meeting for Worship. 
One of our great strengths is that we 
have developed ways of discerning 
and testing the guidance we receive. 
These include Meeting for Worship 
for Business, Meeting for Clearness, 
and spiritual friendships. The final 
test is to follow the leading we receive 
and discern by its fruits whether it 
is a true leading and so whether it is 
right to continue. Over 350 years we 
have developed ways and safeguards 

outlined in Quaker Faith and Practice 
that provide a strong and safe container 
for our individual and corporate spiri-
tual experience and leadings. From this 
has grown our testimonies to peace, 
truth, equality and simplicity, which 
in turn inspire our social activism for 
which we are known and respected 
worldwide.

Now to return to the four tenets 
of Liberal Quakerism, the last two are 
to be “open to new light” and have a 
”faith relevant to the age.” A hundred 
years ago this meant accepting the 
modern world and the findings of 
science, and through the 20th century 
Quakers have done so. Now in the 
21st century we face different chal-
lenges. In the latter half of the last 
century, contemporary society became 

both increasingly secular and multi-
religious. People of many faiths settled 
here. Then, with both easier ways 
to travel and expanding global com-
munications, the teachings of all the 
world’s religions became available to 
us. Our Meetings were open to all and 
our style of worship of unprogrammed 
meetings grounded in silence—and 
our comfort with doubt—encouraged 
many spiritual seekers from varied 
backgrounds to join us.

We now have many convinced 
Friends from different religious back-
grounds, experience and affiliations 
such as Jewish, Buddhist, Pagan, 
Hindu and atheist. During last century 
difficulties with language developed 
and gradually we stopped talking about 
our beliefs and our spiritual lives and 

focused exclusively on “letting our 
lives speak.” The danger is that if we 
do not talk about it, if we do not tell 
newcomers, then we will lose our reli-
gion, the spiritual core that feeds and 
guides us. Recently we have begun 
talking again and trying to tell others 
about Quakerism through Quaker 
Quest and the Becoming Friends 
course.

To have a faith relevant to the 21st 
century is to accept the challenge to 
redefine Quakerism in the context of 
a multiplicity of beliefs and ways of 
articulating our spiritual experience. 
The postmodern insight is that our 
understanding of our world is context-
dependent and seen through the lens 
of our personal and cultural history. 
This means we need to become clearer 
about what we share as Quakers, 
whilst fully accepting our different 
interpretations and diverse expres-
sions of our felt spiritual experiences 
during our shared practice in Meeting 
for Worship. 

We share our history, our struc-
tures, methods and processes, the 
wisdom of previous generations and 
most importantly our spiritual practice 
as evidenced in Meeting for Worship 
and Meeting for Worship for Business. 
This gives us some shared language 
and understanding of the spiritual life, 
with many phrases that still speak so 
clearly to us today.

Being an experience-based reli-
gion gives us an advantage in embrac-
ing diversity of interpretation and 
expression. If we accept that what 
we share, what binds us together as 
Quakers, is our shared practice, then 
the next step is to accept that in our 
multi-faceted society it is inevitable 
we will use a variety of words, images, 
concepts and stories to describe our 
spiritual experience and talk about our 
religious understanding. 

We must accept and make clear 
to all who come to our Meetings that 
every individual is entitled to express 

During last century difficulties 
with language developed and 
gradually we stopped talking 
about our beliefs and our spiritual 
lives and focused exclusively on 
“letting our lives speak.” 
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their felt spiritual experience in what-
ever language feels right to them. We 
must all learn to translate between dif-
ferent religious languages or just listen 
for the place that words come from. 
Recently, when someone ministered 
with a poem in Welsh, it went straight 
to my heart without the interference 
of my rational mind and was the more 
powerful for it.

So why is spreading the Quaker 
message important today? There are 
four strong reasons why we need to 
get better at, and more comfortable 
with, talking about and explaining 
Quakerism to people: 

1) It is time we told the truth about 
our religion and corrected the out-
of-date understanding the general 
population has of the Religious 
Society of Friends. Most people 
do not even know that is our name 
and, more importantly, know 
nothing of Liberal Quakerism. 

2) ... so enquirers coming to our 
Meetings can understand who 
Quakers are and what it is we 
do in the stillness of Meeting for 
Worship and why we do it.

3) ... because there is a hunger 
in contemporary society for a 
spiritual path, grounded in the 
western spiritual tradition, that is 
experience-, not belief-based.

4) It is important because we are at 
the forefront of the changing nature 
and understanding of religion in 
the postmodern world. We have 
experience in how a religion 
deals with a multiplicity of belief, 
interpretation and expression, 
which would be informative for 
a world faced with religious 
diversity and conflict. We can 
offer a way forward of inclusive 
understanding and translation, and 
how to listen below the words to 
find the place that words come 
from, the place that is common to 
and the basis of all religions.

Quakers are well-known and 
respected in the world for our social 
activism springing from our testi-
monies but our religion of Liberal 
Quakerism is little known or under-
stood because in the last hundred 
years we have stopped talking about 
our spiritual lives and focused instead 
on living our testimonies, letting our 
lives speak. It is time for us to return 
to doing spiritual activism too.

We have a wonderfully rich tradi-
tion and spiritual practice which is par-
ticularly relevant to the 21st century. 
There is a spiritual hunger out there 
for a religion steeped in the western 
tradition, that is experience-based 
and accepts a diversity of interpreta-
tion and expression of one’s spiritual 
experience. But that also provides a 

tried, tested and safe container within 
which to explore the Spiritual Realm. 
We need to provide guides who are 
familiar with the landscape and the 
hazards encountered on a spiritual 
journey, plus teachers for those just 
starting out.

We need to rediscover how to talk 
about Quakerism and promulgate it. 

We can do this by using the four 
tenets of Liberal Quakerism to explain 
our religion to others: experience is 
primary, continuing revelation, open 
to new light and a faith relevant to 
the age. Our spiritual practice is 
to quieten and open to Something 
Greater than our individual ego and 
beyond our rational mind, and to be 
willing to receive guidance from it for 
how to behave. We can do this alone 
but we know from experience that 

individuals can be misled, so we trust 
the discernment of the group in our 
Meeting for Worship to see the best 
way forward. 

Spiritual Activism is about more 
than outreach. It is about speaking our 
truth and offering to the world what we 
have learnt from our experience.

We have experience of welcoming 
into our Meetings people with a wide 
diversity of religious background and 
belief as well as secular seekers. We 
have met the resultant difficulties of 
conflicting language, concepts and 
beliefs and the dangers of losing con-
nection with our religious centre. Now 
we need to re-state and strengthen 
our Quaker core while accepting 
that individuals interpret their felt 
spiritual experience through the lens 
of their personal and cultural history. 
We all need to get better at translating 
between different religious languages 
and modes of expression.

This Quaker experience could 
be invaluable to a world increas-
ingly encountering religious diversity 
within its communities, sometimes 
resulting in conflict. We are develop-
ing an approach to how to address 
a wide diversity of religious belief, 
practice and expression within a single 
worshipping community. Recent con-
versations with ministers from other 
churches have made me realise how 
useful our experience would be to 
others starting on the same journey. 
Our approach and experience, our 
understanding of a contemporary 
religious life is needed in the world. 
It is time for us to start speaking out. 
It is time for us to once again become 
spiritual activists.

Endnotes
1) I use a number of terms throughout 
this essay to denote ‘God’.  They are all 
distinguished with a capital letter or letters.

2) Roger Sturge, Email 12.04.2011

3) Pink Dandelion, The Quakers: A Very 
Short Introduction, Oxford University Press, 
2008, p. 65.

There is a spiritual hunger ... for 
a religion steeped in the western 
tradition, that is experience-
based and accepts a diversity of 
interpretation and expression of 
one’s spiritual experience.
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Favor, suggests that if at some point in 
our lives we have been left or for some 
other reason felt bereft, cut off from 
the human family, we are never alone.

The Edgefielders tells the story 
of a woman whom the author never 
met, her great-grandmother, Margaret 
Mary. Because of limited informa-
tion, both historical and familial, the 
author develops many of the events of 
Margaret Mary’s life and her experi-
ence of them from imagination and 
insight. She describes how powerless 
her grandmother was in the face of 
economic collapse, especially because 
she became separated from her home 
and loved ones at the same time. But 
more than that, Judith chronicles how 
Margaret Mary, through a diverse 
social and spiritual community, came 
to find love and healing.

Through this book, I believe Judith 
Wright Favor is arguing that there is 
always hope. While we might wish 
that tragedy would not happen, we 
will, inevitably, find it or it will find 
us. I believe that Judith is arguing that 

meaning and purpose, through God 
and community, arises out of and pulls 
us from the abyss of even separation 
from ourselves. 

While I felt that this book could 
have benefited from better editing 
and that the nature and diversity of 
some of the fictional characters in the 
story sometimes seemed exaggerated, 
I believe that WCTS’s readers would 
appreciate The Edgefielders. There is 
a depth and diversity of spiritual and 
religious perspective that is uncommon 
in many fictional works. Also, I appre-
ciated, and I believe WCTS’s readers 
will also appreciate, the author’s sen-
sitivity and caring for the people who 
have come before us and her emphasis 
on the importance of faith and friends 
for abundant life.

The Edgefielders author Judith Wright 
Favor is a frequent contributor to What 
Canst Thou Say?
Reviewer Rhonda Pfaltzgraff-Carlson is a 
member of the editorial team for What Canst 
Thou Say? She is a member of Community 
Friends Meeting in Cincinnati, Ohio. 

Book Review: The Edgefielders

4) “Continuing revelation” 100 years ago 
meant “progressivism,” the belief that 
things were getting better and better.  Now 
I mean it in the sense that our way forward 
is continually being revealed.  It is our place 
to discern and act on the guidance to the 
best of our ability: the outcome we leave to 
God.  It is not our responsibility or concern.

5) Felicity Kaal, The Future of Quakerism 
in Britain Yearly Meeting, The Friends 
Quarterly, May 2010, p. 74.

6) Ultimate Reality is the term used in 
the guidelines for Inter-Religious Under-
standing resulting from the Snowmass 
Conferences. Netanel Miles-Yepez, 
The Common Heart: An Experience of 
Interreligious Dialogue, Lantern Books 
2006.

7) Geraldine McCaulder, Mistakes as a 
Source of Spiritual Growth, New Seeker, 
March 2010.

Felicity Kaal is a member of Bristol Area 
Meeting in England. She has written 
several essays under a concern for issues 
related to“Religious Wounding” in the 
Religious Society of Friends. This essay 
was published in The Friends Quarterly, 
November 4th 2011 issue, reprinted with 
permission.

The Edgefielders: Poor Farm Tales of 
a Great-Grandmother. Judith Wright 
Favor. CreateSpace Publishing, North 
Charleston, SC. Reviewed by Rhonda 
Pfaltzgraff-Carlson.

The Edgefielders is about secrets—
the shame that shapes them and the 
beauty that can be realized in their 
discovery. The focus of this book is 
the life of a particular person, Margaret 
Mary Doig Wright, who was tragically 
cut off from her family during The 
Great Depression, a point in history 
that most of us did not experience, 
But this story is also about you and me 
right now. The author, Judith Wright 

Spiritual Activism
Endnotes (cont’d)
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Early Friends believed every life has 
“a day or time of visitation” (Barclay’s 
Apology), a critical moment(s) when 
opportunity (God, if you will) knocks. 
It is somewhat different from the 
divine light that strives daily, but just 
as essential for answering the question: 
“What can I say? How can I let my 
life speak?” Have you had a divine 
visitation or otherwise inexplicable 
encounter in your life? What did 
you come to know experimentally 
as a result? (“...and this I knew 
experimentally.” Journal of George 
Fox)
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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? 
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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? 
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