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What Canst Thou Say?

From the Editor:
The authors in this issue show us that there are many kinds of 
captivity, and that while liberation is a personal task, community 
is an essential ingredient. I thank them for sharing so openly from 
their experience, as their vulnerability encourages us to open 
ourselves to find and delve more deeply into our own captivity. 
There were more expressions of  liberation submitted than the print 
issue had space, so there is also a web issue <whatcanstthousay.
org>. May this issue encourage your liberation as well.

—Rhonda Pfaltzgraff-Carlson

The day I met her, I was struck by her intense energy and 
the keen, unflinching intelligence in her brown eyes. I 

had visions of a less aggressive, mellower companion. I was 
lonely, having just moved to the San Luis Valley in Colorado. 
I lived by myself in an old trailer with a big yard west of 
Alamosa. I wanted a dog.

A co-worker, I’ll call her “C,” approached me one day 
and told me she had a dog that needed a new home. Would 
I like to meet her? We went to her place that afternoon. She 
explained to me that, though she loved this dog, she couldn’t 
keep her. Zola was fighting with their Akita, a much larger 
animal, and wouldn’t back down no matter how badly she 
was hurt. In an attempt to protect her, they kept her in a cage 
in the kitchen during the day and had an elaborate system to 
keep the dogs separated in the evenings. C was concerned 
that the confinement was making Zola neurotic.

After five minutes with her, I was in agreement with this 
diagnosis. I had never seen such a frenetic canine. She raced 
around the house, grabbing toys out of a wicker basket in 
the corner and bringing them to us to be thrown. She was 
lightning fast and very insistent, which resulted in non-stop 
toy tossing interspersed with conversation.

There were two things I noticed: First, she never jumped 
on me, but remained at a respectful distance 
after dropping the toy, barking if we ignored 
her too long. Second, she wouldn’t let me 
touch her. This seemed at odds with the wild 
exuberance she displayed and the way she 
stared straight into my eyes. I asked about 
her history, trying to figure out these con-
flicting observations.

C told me Zola was found in the car of 
a homeless woman who was hospitalized 
for a mental condition. Apparently, she was 
never able to care for the dog again, and C 
took her in. C was clearly attached to her and 
had cared for her for some time, hoping the 

situation with the Akita (her husband’s dog) would improve. 
It hadn’t. Zola simply refused to back down.

I needed to make a decision. I looked over at the small 
cage in the middle of the kitchen floor, barely big enough 
for her to turn around. I thought about this vibrant animal 
spending most of her life in there, and I agreed to take her 
in. A few days later, C brought her to my trailer, along with 
the toy basket, bowls, collar, leash, and the cage. There were 
tears in her eyes, and I admired the courage it took for her to 
let go of her dog. I was grateful for the gift she was giving 
me, even though I had some doubts about my own ability to 
deal with such an intense animal.

Zola raced around the trailer and the yard, checking out 
her new surroundings. She pulled a toy from the box and 
brought it to me; I threw it for her. I soon realized that this was 
her friend-making ritual. C, satisfied that Zola would be ok, 
made a tearful departure down my front steps. Zola jumped 
up on the couch overlooking the driveway and watched her 
go. She looked at me when the car was out of sight as if to 
say, “Now what?”

I will never forget what she did next. She made another 
round of the trailer, then went back into the cage, which 
was sitting in the middle of my kitchen floor. She sat inside 
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her sanctuary, crossed her paws dain-
tily, laid her head down on them and 
looked over her eyelashes at me. 
Something caught in my throat—an 
unnamed ball of emotion. I knew I 
was witnessing something larger in 
that timeless moment. It was an act 
that spoke volumes about the universal 
themes of freedom and self-imposed 
imprisonment. As a psychotherapist, 
I was to share this story many times 
with my clients who sought freedom 
from their own inner prisons. For me, 
it became symbolic of all the ways we 
cage ourselves in safe, but confining, 
spaces certain it is the best way to 
survive.

I could not convince her to leave 
the cage. It seemed to be a familiar 
place for her in the midst of this new 
and frightening freedom. I left it for 
a couple of days, understanding that 
it was an important touchstone for 
her. She continually went back to it, 
between tentative forays into her new 
environment. I finally decided that the 
only way she would free herself of that 
cage was if I took it away. She was 
outside exploring when I collapsed it 
into its carrying case and put it in the 
back of the closet.
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She came in and instantly noticed 
its absence. I watched, the lump of 
emotions back in my throat, as she 
frantically searched for the cage. When 
she couldn’t find it, she went to the toy 
box and brought me her favorite toy—a 
squeaky hamburger. We played catch 
for a long time. When she was spent, 
she stood in front of me and gave me 
one of those soul-deep stares, straight 
in the eye. I could almost hear her say, 
“So what do I do now?”

Having recently moved in myself 
and faced the exact same dilemma, I 
felt qualified to make a suggestion, 
“It’s your world, kid. Find a new spot. 
Heck, I don’t care; find more than one 
if you want.”

In response, she hopped up on 
the couch, circled a couple of times, 
settled down and went to sleep. It was 
the beginning of a life of freedom for 
Zola. She quickly adapted to this new-
found liberation. She took my advice 
and picked a number of favorite spots: 
the couch, my bed, the front porch. One 
day, she got really bold and dug under 
the fence. I debated about chaining her 
to keep her in the yard, but couldn’t 
bring myself to do it. She was always 
home when I returned from work, toy 
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in her mouth, ready to play. I accepted 
that part of giving her freedom was 
dealing with my fear of what could 
happen while she was out exploring 
the neighborhood. 

A few months later, I met the man 
who was to become my husband. An 
avid hunter, his home was filled with 
a wide variety of mounted animals. 
Zola’s first visit resulted in several 
taxidermy repairs, and I was sure we 
would never be invited back. He didn’t 
seem like much of a dog person. To my 
surprise, we were both invited back, 
repeatedly, and she eventually decided 
fighting with critters that didn’t fight 
back was no fun. 

After a whirlwind courtship, we 
were engaged to be married and Zola 
had another home, along with some 
equine siblings. We 
traveled between 
t w o  h o m e s , 
living in Alamosa 
during the week 
and Creede on the 
weekends. Zola 
had free run of 
both. There were 
no fences, no chains. Although she 
explored, she never wandered far 
from the house. She took on the job of 
security guard, wearing paths around 
both homes with her repeated “perim-
eter checks.” Gradually, her neurotic 
energy mellowed into a confident 
exuberance for life, and she wasn’t 
afraid to be touched anymore.

My husband and I developed a 
passion for packing camping gear 
into the mountains on our horses and 
spending long weekends in the high 
country with friends and family. Zola 
loved these trips and enthusiastically 
supervised preparations, sticking her 
shiny, black nose in the packs to make 
sure we had everything. On the trail, 
she was our fearless scout, running 
ahead of the horses to clear the way 
of danger and explore new territory. 

She would regularly come back and 
walk the length of the string, checking 
on all of us as if she was in charge. We 
let her think she was.

Once in camp, after having run 
twice as many miles as the horses had 
walked, she was ready to play catch 
with anyone who would throw for 
her. She also had an obsession about 
rodents and spent hours digging in 
their holes, trying to rout the residents. 
After a short battle of wills with my 
husband early on, she secured a per-
manent spot in our tent (next to him). 
She provided all of us with endless 
hours of entertainment over the years.

In October 2004, Zola contracted 
a mysterious illness that would not 
respond to antibiotics. She began 
to have trouble walking. The vet 

suspected cancer. 
There was noth-
ing we could do 
but try and keep 
h e r  c o m f o r t -
able. Over sev-
eral months in a 
gradual, insidi-

ous way, the cancer 
trapped her in her own body. She cried 
because she couldn’t make it out to 
the pasture to feed the horses with 
us anymore. It was heartbreaking to 
watch our once vibrant dog struggling 
to stand. The vet kept her comfortable 
with pain medication. We carried her a 
lot. Then, one day, the light went out in 
her eyes and I knew the time had come 
to free her of this last prison.

I called the vet, and he was kind 
enough to come to the house and there, 
on the kitchen floor, we released her. 
A close friend came to be with me and 
we held her as the last breath left her 
broken body.

I know in my heart that she runs 
free now, and that some day we will 
play catch again in a meadow filled 
with wildflowers of colors which defy 
imagination. She will always be a 

symbol of freedom for me—running 
out in front of the horses, leading the 
way with her indomitable spirit.

The other day we were cleaning 
out the garage, and there was the old 
cage, stuck back behind some boxes. 
It’s been a year since she passed, and 
suddenly it all comes back to me in 
a rush of emotion. I miss her. I think 
about how, in the year since her death, 
I have been released from so many of 
my own cages. I see myself trying to 
crawl back in them to avoid my fear of 
all this new space in my life. I know 
there’s only one thing to do—throw 
out the cage, explore this freedom, 
and make some new spots of my own.
Rhonda Ashurst is a yoga therapist and 
writer living in Reno, Nevada. She listens 
to people’s stories and writes about life 
experiences. She believes we are all part of 
God’s magnificent, unfolding story which 
we weave together throughout eternity.

To Aunt Clearcy, 
Dying Old

Lillian Heldreth
I do not mourn your life lost.
Seventy-one is not too old 

for dying.
I mourn your life not lived,
Huddled in your dark room
  with brown-ringed coffee 

cups.

Where you are now,
I hope
They’ll rip the dime-store 

plastic off your windows
To shine bright morning on 

your soul.
Former member of Urbana-
Champaign Friends Meeting, 
Lillian Heldreth now worships 
after the manner of the Anishi-
naabe (Ojibwe). She would 
rather plant flowers or hike with 
the kids than houseclean.

[Zola’s  story]  became 
symbolic of all the ways we 
cage ourselves in safe, but 
confining spaces, certain it 
is the best way to survive.
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My journey has been a long one, 
but I see the light at the end 

of the tunnel. It all started when I 
was very young, the youngest of five 
children, the only son on a family farm 
with an unspoken expectation that I 
would take over. My parents do love 
me, but it wasn’t shown very well. I 
grew up without a strong emotional 
connection to anyone, and that was 
later exploited. I paid for my parents’ 
burdens and unresolved issues when 
I was abused by a hired hand on the 
farm. Looking back has changed my 
understanding of the lesson in the 
Bible, “A child shouldn’t pay for the 
sins of the parent.”

I learned that “love” and sex were 
synonymous. I learned that if you 
cared for someone, you did whatever 
they asked, even if it meant giving up 
your own freedom and carrying their 
burdens. I learned that being yourself 
was not allowed because you had to 
fit their expectations. I learned you 
couldn’t take the time to heal your 
own wounds; instead you had to tend 
to others’. I learned that it is easier to 
accept the expected path instead of 
fighting with your remaining energy 
to do the things that make you happy, 
those things that fulfill your God-given 
purpose in life. I learned to hide the 
pain by being a clown and by just 
getting by. I learned to stay hidden to 
reduce the risk of being used again. I 
learned how not to be me!

My journey has been hard. Not 
as hard as the ones that leave visible 
marks; but the marks are still there, 
nevertheless. It would have been better 
to have the bruises and broken bones, 
because people could see and believe. 
It would have been better to have an 
addiction, drugs or alcohol, because it 
is more socially acceptable. Having a 

sex problem is despised in our culture, 
people just jump to conclusions about 
who you are; what kind of monster you 
are. People are so prejudiced, instead 
of trying to understand the person, to 
understand the sins of the past; both 
yours and the ones you were forced 
to live with. 

People always saw me as an intel-
ligent, creative, humorous person; 
they didn’t see the pain and frustra-
tion that I carried everyday. I grew up 
in a “middle class” family with both 
parents, and successful older sisters; 
consequently, people assumed I must 
have grown up without any deep, dark 
issues. You know the issues, topics that 
are discussed with harsh tones when 
the children are not present. 

The worst of it, for me, was that I 
didn’t even know that I had problems. 
I didn’t remember the abuse at the age 
of three and four. All I remembered 
were weird flashes of memories that 
never made sense. They were still 
there, the evidence of past transgres-
sions. They appeared as symptoms: 
ruined relationships, awkward social 
situations that never seemed to bother 
anybody else, not understanding what 
unconditional love really is, the lack of 
trust in others..., the list goes on and on. 
I sought a connection. I would reach 
out to anyone who seemed to care. 
Sometimes it was someone with the 
same issues as mine, and sometimes 
it was someone looking to take advan-
tage of me, again. 

Looking back, the pain manifested 
itself in my life, but at the time it was 
subtle. I can see the change of my 
appearance in my childhood photos: a 
little sadness, darkness, and wariness 
in my eyes. I lived my life to make 
others happy; I went to the college I 

did because it made a girlfriend happy, 
I married my first wife because others 
liked her. I became a high school 
teacher because others thought I would 
be good at it. I worked three jobs at 
once because I thought that was how I 
could show love. I found that if I didn’t 
keep moving, the feeling that I didn’t 
understand, or know how to handle, 
would catch up. My solution was to 
keep moving, run faster, try harder, act 
out, snap, run, run, run, until... it was 
too late. I had hit the point of no return. 

That point was sitting in solitary 
confinement in jail. I liked solitary. 
It was quiet. No one to watch out for. 
No one to use me. No one to force 
their beliefs on me. No one to force 
themselves on me. Finally! A chance 
to catch my breath, safe to be alone, 
safe from all the stress, safe from the 
noise, safe from life’s clutter, safe 
from my past. But, like a freight train 
picking up speed, my demons from 
buried memories started catching 
me. I started having more flashes of 
memories. My cellmates complained 
that I would talk in my sleep, yelling 
“No!,” “Stop!” I made connections in 
my mind with pieces that had always 
been there. Situations began to make 
sense. I started to understand that 
there was something buried deep 
inside. Something that had clouded my 
thoughts and actions. Something that 
someone else had put there. A ticking 
bomb...! I was going to have to pay the 
price, do the time, pick up the pieces 
and start all over again. 

I had something that I needed to 
deal with, but this time I was ready! I 
had experienced unconditional love as 
a father. It is gone right now, but that 
taste of truth and trust was enough for 
me to want to fight this time. And this 
time I was going to come out ahead!

My Journey of Liberation from Captivity
Roy Pfaltzgraff, Inmate Number 160001
Colorado Territorial Correctional Facility

Cañon City, Colorado
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I was convicted on December 18, 
2012, on the charges that sent me to 
prison, but I had won. I realized that 
my past didn’t define me, it made me 
that much stronger. People didn’t real-
ize that for the first time in my life I 
was free! I knew who I was and what 
spoke to my soul. 

In prison, much to some peoples’ 
surprise, there are deep conversations. 
Conversations about pasts and futures, 
about people in prison and those we 
love on the streets. Often you hear the 
comment, “Those people are more cap-
tive that I am.” There are some inmates 
that have made this same journey that 
I have traveled. They have made the 
connection and see it! It is the chains 
that hold others down, the millstone 
that drags those down until they give 
up. We see what many on the outside 
cannot. What makes you see is not 
around you, it is inside you! A wall 
doesn’t make you a prisoner, it is the 
burden of the past that makes you a 
prisoner; both your own past, and if 
you are unlucky, your inherited past. 
It is up to you to be willing to wander 
into the muck, the pain and darkness, 
and wrestle that monster. The funny 
thing is you are stronger BECAUSE 
of the monster. The monster can be 
tamed and you can harness it to recre-
ate your life!

When I got to prison, I avoided 
working in the Chow Hall (the worst 
job in this prison), by working in GED 
education. It was a job from my past, 
but I would not get stuck in my past; I 
was determined to use my past, not be 
used by it. So I took my time working 
on me, getting to know myself. I have 
always loved designing and building 
things, using my hands to create the 
things that only I could see. I used this 
knowledge to get into the Culinary 
Arts Program, and then I moved to the 
Tag Plant. (I know it is cliché to make 
license plates in prison but sometimes 
life is cliché.) Those jobs didn’t fulfill 
my passion, but they were steps to a job 

that would. Eventually, I was offered a 
minimum wage job; one of seven in the 
facility, but still it was not my passion. 
A week later the shop’s woodworker 
left the facility and I was called into 
the big boss’ office. They offered me 
the job. The head of the Tag Plant had 
noticed me! A cellmate of mine had 
noticed the woodworking books I read 
from the library.... Life noticed me and 
my passions. 

My work has not been for naught! 
The hours of reflecting on my life and 
my actions had not gone unnoticed! 
My prayers and tears and lonely hours 
have been well spent. I am free!!!

That is where I am now, hoping to 
be released soon to a halfway house. I 
know that I am free in here and I have 
so much on my side. I have started 
rebuilding. I must say it is amazing 
how much better my life is now than 
before. 

Roy Pfaltzgraff III is anticipating his 
upcoming release upon which he will 
return to his home and family farm in 
Northeastern Colorado. He plans on 
farming with his father and splitting his 
spare time between building pieces of 
art in his shop and educating groups 
on this journey, particularly his prison 
experience.
Editor’s Note: Roy is my brother. His 
imprisonment inspired me to propose this 
topic to the editors of WCTS. As this issue 
was in production, Roy was accepted for 
a halfway house. The synchronicity of his 
being released from prison at the same time 
this issue was being produced left me with 
a feeling of awe and gratitude.

WCTS Sponsors Two Retreats in 2015
Touching God Together (June 12-16) will offer spiritually 
experienced Friends an opportunity to share questions and concerns 
amid deep worship. The second retreat is intended for those who 
are beginning or desire to begin deepening their spiritual life.
Spiritual Sustenance: Supporting Early Steps on the Spiritual Path 
is intended for those who are beginning or desire to begin deepening 
their spiritual life. Registration deadline is May1, 2015. For more 
information, see the WCTS website <whatcanstthousay.org>.

The Work of 
Christmas

Howard Thurman
When the song of the 

angels is stilled,
When the star in the sky is 

gone,
When the kings and the 

princes are home,
When the shepherds are 

back with their flocks,
The work of Christmas 

begins: 
To find the lost, 
To heal the broken, 
To feed the hungry, 
To release the prisoner, 
To rebuild the nations, 
To bring peace among 
brothers, 
To make music in the 
heart.

Howard Thurman, 1985. The 
Mood of Christmas and Other 
Celebrations. Richmond, IN: 
Friends United Press. 
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“Wherever a man [or woman] is 
against his [or her] will, that to him 
[or to her] is a prison.”      —Epictetus 

I have recently chosen to let go 
of a part of my relationship with 

my particular Meeting within the 
Religious Society of Friends. I was 
imprisoned, captive to a dichotomy 
in which I demanded of myself two 
outcomes which increasingly proved to 
be opposed to each other. On the one 
hand, I wanted to be accepted. I held 
a position in my Meeting—offered to 
me and accepted by me in optimistic 
good faith. I wanted to be appreciated 
for my stewardship. I believe I wanted 
to be admired. At the same time, I 
wanted to be faithful to the leadings 
which framed my whole life of faith-
and-practice, which had led me to the 
Religious Society of Friends in the first 
place. Until I was willing to let go of 
one or the other of these “needs,” I was 
the captive of circumstances.

When I first became acquainted 
with the Religious Society of Friends, 
it was explained to me that when 
Friends lived their Testimonies, they 
were engaged in a profound act of 
worship. This made perfect sense 
to me because I had been raised as 
a Catholic in a family that was not 
only devout in terms of the more 
obvious acts of prayer but also in the 
spiritually-led love of neighbor which 
is so central to Jesus’ most enlightened 
teachings. I grew up on the Corporal 
and Spiritual Works of Mercy. They 
were as basic to my education as the 
multiplication table. So, when my new 
Friends told me about Friends living 
their Testimonies, I got it. Or, at least 
I thought I did.

Living one’s testimonies, practic-
ing the corporal or spiritual works 
of mercy under the guidance of the 
Spirit (or “for the love of God,” as I 

was taught in Catholic circles) is wor-
ship. It is deep spirituality; it is an act 
of the soul—as well as of the mind, 
heart and body. Collectively practic-
ing the works of mercy, living the 
testimonies of Friends, is something 
I have always experienced as an act 
of corporate worship—a Gathered 
Meeting experienced in the World. 
In such circumstances, I have felt the 
guidance of Spirit (or the “hand of 
God,” if you will) guiding and lead-
ing the community. I can think of 
specific instances both of individual 
acts guided by Spirit and corporate acts 
guided by Spirit when it has seemed 
that I was not the actor at all—I was a 
vehicle for the Actor who was touching 

the world through my touch, through 
our touch. It should not be surprising, 
I guess, that eventually I was invited 
to serve as Clerk of the Committee 
on Social Issues and Peace within 
my Meeting. I suspect it will not be 
surprising to many Friends, that for 
this same reason, my appointment 
was a mistake, both for me and for 
my Meeting.

Over time, testimonies, witness-
ing, acts which I feel led by Light to 
undertake and which leave me with 
a profound sense of Spiritual peace, 
actions which I experience as taking 
place through me rather than by me, 
seemed viewed as an interruption to 
the smooth Spiritual progress of my 
Meeting. The invitation to join in 
this holy journey seemed resented by 
many.

Quite recently, during a workshop 
held through my Meeting related to 
Quaker “Good Order,” I heard an 
esteemed member of the Meeting 
speak of “Social Action” as something 
more or less being imposed by some 
Quakers such as myself on the spiri-
tual life of the Meeting. The actions, 
testimonies, invitations to my Meeting 
to stand visibly in solidarity with 
particular marginalized communities 
were experienced by many participants 
in this workshop, and, I realized, by 
a significant part of my Meeting as 
lacking a spiritual basis or purpose. 
They were a distraction from our life 
of worship, a digression away from the 
spiritual purpose for which we gather. 
They intruded even when they were 
referenced in announcements at the 
Rise of Meeting or expressed in reports 
or action items brought to Meeting for 
Worship for Business.  

It was certainly not the first time I 
had encountered this sentiment during 
my service as Clerk of the Social Issues 
and Peace Committee. Indeed, I had 
long been concerned about the tendency 
of honored Friends in our meeting to 
dismiss the ministry of a Friend who 
spoke from the experience of serving 
prisoners. I had been told, “she spoke 
too often and at too much length.” Still, 
this was the most unambiguous state-
ment, both in terms of its clarity and in 
terms of the authority of the speaker. 
So, I had to pay attention and consider 
what was portended for me. 

I reflected that over the course 
of my time as Committee Clerk, the 
report to Meeting for Worship for 
Business from the Social Issues and 
Peace Committee had become an 
increasingly grim exercise for me. My 
experience as a Committee Clerk in an 
area most sacred to me had undermined 
my trust in the openness of heart that 
prevailed in our business meetings. 

Self-Imposed Captivity – the Freedom to Let Go        
Rosemary Blanchard

Over time, testimonies, witness-
ing, acts which I feel led by Light 
to undertake ... seemed viewed 
as an interruption to the smooth 
Spiritual progress of my Meeting.
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The very way of being in the Light and 
in the World that my soul embraced 
was a problem between me and my 
home Meeting. Why, oh why, had I 
ever been asked to assume the role 
of Clerk for Social Issues and Peace? 
Why had my term been renewed? Why 
had I accepted the renewal? More than 
once I wondered, “What am I doing 
here? Why don’t I walk away?” As my 
spirit sank, I began to notice that many 
Friends I have worshiped with for 
years, whose presence I had imagined 
giving me courage and confidence to 
take on these responsibilities, avoided 
our convocations to do business. Some 
avoided the Meeting altogether. And, I 
realized, I too was changed. 

I listened and waited for Spirit, but 
as I became more self-protective, I was 
becoming tone deaf. I couldn’t even 
tell if Spirit was absent or if I was just 
so locked into my wary self-protection 
that I was no longer approachable 
even by the Light which had so long 
embraced me in other aspects of my 
life. Indeed the alienation growing 
in my relationship with the corporate 
body of my Meeting was seeping 
over into other parts of my life lived 
with Spirit. My relationship with my 
Meeting was becoming a journey 
through Purgatory rather than an expe-
rience of blissful community. 

I struggled with what to do about 
this for a long time. I thought of just 
drifting off to some other spiritual 
home, but that seemed like trading cap-
tivity for exile. I am a Quaker. I have 
been a Quaker for more than 40 years. 
I was even clerk of a newly formed 
Meeting in Montana when I lived there 
many years ago. This was and is the 
home where I worship most familiarly. 
My grandchildren enjoyed our Yearly 
Meeting’s children’s program when 
they went with me in the summer. They 
began to grasp the meaning of non-
hating, non-violence. They got it that 
this was a spiritual calling. I treasured 
that shared experience.

For some time, I tried to maintain 
a certain equanimity about what was 
happening. There had been many other 
stresses in our community. Perhaps 
this rough period would wear itself 
out. But, in the end, it was I who wore 
out. In the end, I was left with the 
fact that some of my most profoundly 
worshipful experiences appeared to 
be repudiated by my faith commu-
nity. In the end, at last, I said as much 
publicly. “Repudiate” is a harsh word, 
but I needed to express what I actually 
experienced. 

As I returned home from the 
workshop at which the remark that 
introduced this writing was made and 
repeated, and from an intervening 
corporal work of mercy to which I had 
been called, I realized that I was tired 
of being a captive to this struggle. It 

was not enlivening my faith, or my 
experience of living in the Light. 
Dealing with it was coming between 
me and Spirit, between me and God. 
It was sapping my ability to worship 
joyfully with the only Quaker meeting 
in town. 

Undoubtedly, I admitted, this 
was a problem within me. It was my 
limitation that I could not integrate 
the stress of my relationship with the 
corporate structure of the Meeting with 
my experience of being embraced by 
Spirit. But then, I have also long been 
a captive of an internal perfectionism 
that tells me that I should be able to 
follow the Light unscathed through 
anything. That perfectionism is also a 
prison, one of my own making. It was 
time for a jailbreak.

So I have laid down my position 
as Clerk of the Social Issues and Peace 
Committee of my Meeting. In doing 
so, I have extricated myself from the 
obligation to engage with the larger 
Meeting in any “official” Quaker 
capacity where Spirit-led testimonies 
for peace and justice are concerned. 
Trying to negotiate that engagement, 
while being faithful to the demands of 
Spirit and of the structured Meeting 
community at the same time, had 
become a true prison for me. I kept 
feeling that I had to figure a way 
through it somehow. When I realized 
that no, I didn’t have to find a way 
through, and no, I didn’t need an offi-
cial niche in my Meeting to worship 
with my hands and feet and head and 
heart, a huge load was removed from 
my shoulders. It was time to end my 
captivity.

Surprisingly, since I have stopped 
trying to fit in with the structural 
expectations of my Meeting, I’ve felt 
closer to Spirit, more prayerful, and 
so much more lighthearted. My sense 
of humor has picked up. It still seems 
a little strange that those parts of my 
life which touch me most deeply and 
joyfully have to be sanitized for my 
faith community. I wish I could better 
share with my Meeting the pure joy I 
feel when I do something like work 
with a local interfaith group that is 
befriending a village in Gaza. But, for 
now, the joy itself is enough. I worship 
in my Meeting (and in other faith-
nurturing gatherings) with a smile on 
my lips and in my heart. The Way is 
opening, at least a little, at least for me. 
Deo gratias!

Rosemary Blanchard, a convinced Friend 
with over 40 years of membership in the 
Religious Society of Friends, lives in 
the Western United States. She is retired 
after many years of working in fields like 
civil rights, disability rights, educational 
policy, American Indian education and 
educational leadership.

I have ... long been a captive of an 
internal perfectionism that tells 
me that I should be able to follow 
the Light unscathed through 
anything. That perfectionism is 
also a prison, one of my own 
making. It was time for a jailbreak.
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 Hard Time 
               Steve Bradley        

At some point in my close-to-
perfect childhood, I became my 

own judge and jailer. Without any 
ceremony, and with no witnesses 
present, I sentenced myself to a form 
of solitary confinement that effectively 
removed me from any spiritual or 
religious life. Systematically, I built 
a cell from scratch, and all on my 
own—no one told me to do it, no one 
gave me blueprints to follow. I did it 
virtually instinctively, in that I wasn’t 
even aware it was happening; in effect, 
I woke up one morning and found 
myself neither having nor wanting any 
spiritual underpinnings. I became cap-
tive unto myself, under house-arrest 
and subject to my own recognizance; 
I lived this way for over half a century.

From time to time, spiritually-
attuned visitors hovered outside—and 
I ignored them. Questions seeped into 
my mind—and I shunted them aside. 
Stirrings were distantly and fleetingly 
felt—and I treated them as little more 
than cramps, or pesky itches. I fully 
accepted my meager and crabbed 
self-imposed spiritual captivity, even 
as I was aware of so many others 
who lived blissfully in a light and airy 
and free world of spiritual openness 
and receptivity. In the words of poet 
Charles Reynard, I confined myself “to 
a prison of limited expectations,” and 
so placed no demands upon myself. It 
all seemed both easy and natural—and 
I had no reason to expect it wouldn’t 
last a lifetime. 

This was not a distressing concept; 
I just figured that It All wasn’t meant 
for me. In terms of prayer, I consid-
ered myself hapless, and possibly 
helpless—but perceived failures did 
not leave me feeling hopeless. There 
was nothing I really hoped for, and so 
first walking away, and then building 
walls around myself, were neither acts 
of rejection nor desperation—at least 

not at the time, or at any time for the 
next many decades.

 Last June, at Quaker Spring, I was 
privileged to hear the stories of many 
people who had, for much or all of their 
life, felt a divine presence oh-so-close 
to them. I was deeply moved by these 
accounts, but as each was expressed 
I felt more of an emptiness inside 
me. I first explained this to myself 
as “being out of my element,” but by 
the time I went to bed I was feeling a 
combination of deep loneliness and 
deeper rejection. Within two hours I 
woke up, and spent the rest of the wee 
hours trying to work through what I 
was experiencing. But I got stuck in a 
scenario that, albeit ludicrous, seemed 
completely apt.

In this scenario, I am on a bas-
ketball team and God is the coach. In 
keeping with how basketball team-
hierarchy is established, Coach God 
is at the throne-end of the bench, 
right next to the score table. Next to 
him is the strongest player who is not 
currently on the court, and it radiates 
linearly in that fashion, with the guy at 
the end of the bench being the least tal-
ented player on the team. Well, I’m not 
only at the very end of the bench, but 
the bench stretches, like, forever..., and 
there are no players to my right, and 
a big wall of cloud/fog obscures the 
court itself. I am obviously very much 
out of the game, Coach doesn’t even 
know I’m there—and my response is 
simply to exit Stage Left. Which I do. 
Or did. 

Admittedly, it was easier to give 
up back when I was 6 or 7 than it is to 
confront what happened. I wandered 
off and, without any recriminations or 
recognized angst, I just very matter-of-
factly built those prison walls around 

me and remained captive unto myself, 
content enough to never look upon that 
particular light-of-day again.

 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
Eventually, however, the walls of 

my cell began to crumble, and chinks 
in the foundation let in splinters of 
light. Psalm 127 tells me, “If God 
doesn’t build the house, the builders 
build only shacks.” This is augmented 
by Proverbs 24:3, “By wisdom a 
house is built, and by understanding 
it is established.” (No wonder I ended 
up in a cell, a cage, a spartan anchor-
age that let in no Light!) And while 
these may now appear as truths to me, 
throughout my life, I neither knew of 
them nor would’ve readily embraced 
them had I been aware of them. More 
simple and applicable, perhaps, is the 
following from Kathy Escobar in her 
book Faith Shifts: “Freedom seekers 
are tired of feeling stuck and caged by 
systems they have lived in.”  

   The thing is, I never felt myself 
to be a “seeker,” and even as I landed 
briefly in Buddhism before settling 
into Quakerism, those both seemed to 
just happen; it’s more that they found 
me than I found them. I went through 
the previous half-century feeling I 
had nothing to offer and less to gain 
in terms of spirituality. To say that 
I viewed myself as empty would be 
an understatement; some aspects of 
T.S. Eliot’s “waste and void” would 
be closer to how I viewed myself 
spiritually.

I can now see the dungeon into 
which I confined myself to be an elabo-
rate sham of a prison; although why I 
isolated and insulated myself in such a 
manner, I am not certain. It could well 
come down to not feeling “worthy.” 
But that said, I’m not sure I’m much 
more worthy now at 66 than I was at 6. 
But I receive great solace from Teresa 
of Avila who entreats us, “Let’s not 
imagine that we are hollow inside,” 
and also provides the deepest hope and 
encouragement in stating, “The soul is 

[T]he walls of my cell began 
to crumble, and chinks in the 
foundation let in splinters of light.
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a castle made entirely out of a diamond 
or very clear crystal, in which there are 
many rooms.” This is so far removed 
from my own decades-long condition, 
my own epic self-incarceration, that it 
would be laughable, did it not presently 
resonate so strongly with me.

These are powerful ideas, yet 
they are still foreign and difficult to 
believe to be personally applicable. 
All those decades in captivity, in the 
dark, feeling my internal essence to 
be so hollow, had a deep and abiding 
effect on me. I fully grasp what Henri 
Nouwen is getting at when he wrote, 
“Trust is so hard, since you have 
nothing to fall back on.” But when he 
follows that with “Still, trust is what 
is essential. The new country is where 
you are called to go, and the only way 
to go there is naked and vulnerable.” I 
know that releasing myself from cap-
tivity is something I am compelled to 
do and just need to trust and build the 
faith as I venture forth—naked and 
vulnerable.

Admittedly, there is some tempta-
tion to build a new structure to replace 
my old prison. I read T.S. Eliot again 
and think about his line in “The Rock:” 
“In the vacant places/We will build 
with new bricks.” But I also read else-
where in the same poem, “... and man 
without God is a seed upon the wind: 
driven this way and that, and finding no 
place of lodgment and germination.” I 
know that my newfound freedom needs 
room for expansiveness for germina-
tion. I can look wistfully at a couple of 
lines, “Long my imprisoned spirit lay; 
... I woke, the dungeon flamed with 
light,”from an old Wesleyan hymn, 
and know that it is not enough to have 
the light come to me, but that I have 
to move towards it, and keep moving 
towards it.  

Do I know where I’m going, what 
exactly I’m doing? No, not really. I 
think about Nouwen’s “new country,” 
and then stop thinking. I’m not sure 
what my expectations are, but what 

matters is that now there seems to 
be something there, and that I will 
continue to follow the paths that seem 
right when I come to them. Now, I 
have the freedom to do that much. I’m 
moving towards the light, some light, 
an openness and brilliance so different 
from the dim confines of the cell I built 
around myself when I was just a boy, 
and I wonder if it can be even remotely 
akin to what Eugene H. Peterson sug-
gests in his translation of Romans 5: 
“We find ourselves standing where we 
always hoped we might stand—out in 
the wide open spaces of God’s grace 
and glory.”

Onwards.  

Steve Bradley is a member of Ottawa 
Monthly Meeting, and is finding that 
there is a vast difference between freedom 
from and freedom for. In this spirit, 
he has radically new perspective on 
“obedience” and “discipline,” and 
can (mostly) fully appreciate how the 
cornerstone words – tenets, laws, precepts, 
statutes, commandments, decrees -- of 
Psalm  119 do not suggest a list of rules 
to obey, but rather express ways to live a 
full and blessed life. 

Quaker Life 
Themes

Annie Glen of Quaker Life has 
shared their upcoming themes and 
invites our authors to write for Quaker 
Life. Here are their themes for the 
rest of 2015.

September/October 2015: 

Energizing through Community: 
Special communities shaped through 
the energizing Spirit of Christ. (QVC, 
AFSC, Pendle Hill) Why community? 
Today’s meeting/church—how it 
still connects people. Living in 
Community. 
Deadline: 6 July 2015

November/December 2015: 

Energizing by Daily Living: Christmas 
story of daily living with Christ. What 
daily practices can one do to center 
into the energy of Christ? Daily 
spiritual practices? 
Deadline: 4 September 2015

Contact Annie Glen: annieg@fum.org
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Liberation from 
Captivity

August 2015
Divine Intervention
Editors: Bill Mueller with 
Mariellen Gilpin 
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)

Deadline: May 15, 2015

November 2015
Evil
Editor: Michael Resman 

Be not overcome by evil, but 
overcome evil  with good . 
Romans 12:21 (NRSV). Are 
people inherently good? Bad? 
Both? From where has the evil 
you have known in your life 
come? Why did God allow evil 
to come into your life? What 
part do you play in perpetuating 
or reducing evil in this world? 
Share with us your struggles, 
triumphs and blessings when 
dealing with evil. What did that 
teach you about life, yourself 
and God?

Deadline: August 15, 2015

February 2016
Vibes
Editor: Judy Lumb

Nathanael asked him, “How do 
you come to know me?” Jesus 
replied, “I saw you under the fig 
tree.” (John 1:48). When have you 
had the sense that a stranger on 
the bus could hear your pain, help 
you out of an inner quagmire? Or, 
are you the stranger who seems to 
attract Seekers to your side? Have 
you ever walked into a house and 
known joy lived there? Share your 
story about good vibes. What have 
you learned about them, and from 
them? What helps them grow 
within you?

Deadline: November 15, 2015


