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From the Editor:
Here are stories of joy, rising along the spiritual 
path.  Some in ways we would anticipate, others 
in a surprising context.  

Michael Resman

Joy? How could this be? I had just lost my dear and only 
sister, with whom I had enjoyed most of a lifetime of 

shared interests, shared values, and mutual admiration. Here 
I was in the trenches with a hurting teenager and a to-do 
list a mile long, far from my family and friends and a job I 
loved... and yet, there it was: joy.

For a while I misunderstood it as being about the (truly 
wonderful!) people I met in Portland—the co-housing com-
munity, the Friends, the Bible study people, and all sorts of 
other folks. For a while I thought that somehow I must be 
living the wrong life in Ripon, Wisconsin, that my happiness 
was due to the life I found in Portland, Oregon. (I was very 
relieved to find on a brief visit home in April that in actual 
fact I had an amazing husband and a very precious circle of 
friends to return to!) So... what was the source of the joy?

What I understand now is that the joy was the joy of 
surrender, of obedience to the Spirit, and to the acceptance 
of grace that this surrender allows. I understand now that the 
hard inner core of self-doubt, of unworthiness, of not-good-
enough-ness that has dominated my emotional and spiritual 
life since I can remember, was just vaporized by the simple 
act of obedience to what I was called to do.

There was one day in particular where clarity came. I had 
just triumphed over a particularly high-stakes problem with 
the Social Security Administration, which was on the verge 
of denying my niece’s claim. The only way I could think 
of to properly celebrate my relief was to crank up Handel’s 
“Hallelujah Chorus” full blast and sing along. I did this with 
gusto, and when it got to the final “And He shall reign for 
ever and ever” I just came completely unglued. I cried and 
cried and cried. As I cried, I was writing a letter to some 
close family and friends. 

It seems so painfully ironic that Sonja’s final act of 
non-self-acceptance should have provided the opportunity 
for me to grow beyond my own, and yet it has. I feel remade 
in a deep way. I feel more whole, more healed, more deeply 
happy than I think I have ever felt.

What a strange and wonderful mystery. Every day feels 
like a miraculous opportunity handed to me to grow deeper 
into self-acceptance, simply by doing what needs doing that 
day. Simply by showing up and attending to the moment. The 
ultimate freedom and joy through nothing more than simple 
obedience. Why was this never accessible to me before?

So now I’m crying at the loss of Sonja, and the gulf 
between how she felt and how I feel, and that her tragedy 
turned, ultimately, into my gain. I am simultaneously over-
whelmed with the magnitude of what I lost in her, and the 
magnitude of what she lost or never had, and the hugeness 
of what I have somehow found. Is it even possible to cry 
harder than I am now for sorrow and joy at the same time?

Deep breath.
I’m not sure my heart can hold any more than it is hold-

ing right now. 
Do you find it very strange that I share this unexpected 

moment with you? I can’t NOT share it—it’s too big to hold 
alone. I hope you don’t mind being on the receiving end, and 
that you don’t think I’m losing my marbles, because I’m not. 
I think that I have just had the deepest experience of grace of 
my entire life—a grace so huge that it can encompass all of 
Sonja’s pain and mine and yours, and also all the joy there is.

“For He shall reign forever and ever.” Yup, that’s about 
the size of it.

To think that the juxtaposition of my sister’s suicide, an 
inept bureaucracy, a hurting teenager and Handel would 
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somehow conspire, would somehow 
become the enzyme that would make 
me able to experience this, is just 
crazy-funny-ridiculous.

But as they say, before enlighten-
ment, chopping wood and carrying 
water, after enlightenment, chopping 
wood and carrying water. I will soon 
join [a neighbor] for miso soup and 
seaweed salad and tempura shrimp 
for lunch (she invited me to celebrate 
the SSA success), and then I will attend 
to some paperwork, and shop for gro-
ceries when [my niece] comes home 
from school, and go to a Common 
House meal where I’ll be on clean-up 
crew, and [my niece] and I will have 
a rambly, comfortable conversation 
that likely covers everything from 
shoe styles to AP exams to the Trump 
nomination to brands of ravioli… and 
it will all be good. Ordinary, quotidian, 
and utterly grace-filled.

Over the next few months, as I 
traveled back and forth across the 
country multiple times and tried to 
put the various pieces of my life back 
together, the feelings of grace and joy 
receded.  I went through some of the 
hardest times since my sister died. I 
felt ambushed by grief multiple times. 
I realized that my time in Portland 
wasn’t, alas, a permanent healing of 
my sense of unworthiness, only a vaca-
tion from it. Rats! 

But this is still empowering in 
a way. It reminds me of Kenneth 
Boulding’s First Law: “Whatever 
exists is possible!” I have experienced 
the joy and grace and the release from 
feelings of unworthiness that are the 
gifts of obedience to the Spirit. Now 
I know what I can and SHOULD feel 
like! The memory of the joy lingers, I 
think of it often, and it feels like one 
of the greatest gifts I have ever been 
given. My morning spiritual practice, 
vigorously renewed these days, is 
filled with explorations of surrender, of 
obedience, and of the things that get in 
the way. Many days I access joy again, 
many days I become aware of a new 
place I could practice obedience. When 
I do, I find that grace is usually close 
behind. And of course, sometimes I’m 
not obedient at all and I get a kick in the 
butt instead. But overall I feel a robust 
sense of purpose and of progress. I feel 
the proximity of a sometimes smiling, 
sometimes exasperated Spirit egging 
me on. And I understand for the first 
time the words, “My yoke is easy, my 
burden is light.” So it was! And some-
times still is! And will be again.
Kat Griffith is a high school teacher in 
Ripon WI (formerly a home schooler), and 
passionate about social justice, politics, 
gabfests with friends, and riding her 
homemade recumbent (aka The Rolling 
Lawn Chair) on the back roads of rural 
WI. She has a wonderful husband and two 
amazing young adult kids.

New WCTS Editors Needed
Mariellen Gilpin has been the heart and soul of What Canst Thou 
Say nearly 20 years, recruiting and receiving submissions, editing, 
and proofreading. She feels the need to reduce her responsibilities, 
but wants to stay involved editing and proofreading. Mike Resman 
has volunteered to receive submissions. So, we are inviting new staff 
editors to join the team. Those of you who have been Guest Editors 
know what is involved. If you are led to join the team, or if you would 
like to serve as a Guest Editor, let us know <wctseditors@gmail.com>.
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My Joy
Maurine Pyle

Outside my window this morning I saw 
a conference of the birds. First of all, a 

flock of bluebirds landed in the old white pine 
tree in my front yard. Then a blue jay and a 
redbird and a chickadee and some juncos 
perched and flitted around its branches. They 
left and a big flock of robins occupied the 
yard for quite a while. Across the way I saw 
a sapsucker climbing another pine tree trunk. 
Then a flash of yellow as a goldfinch breezed 
by quickly. Then a perky wren clung to my bay 
window frame and peeked into my apartment 
as if he were saying hello. I was enjoying a 
miraculous visitation.

After pulling myself away from this 
scene, I went in search of a book  called The 
Conference of the Birds by illustrator Peter 
Sis. The flyleaf said the following:

“Peter Sis breathes new life into the 
classic twelfth century Persian epic poem, 
The Conference of the Birds. Revealing its 
profound lessons, Sis’s deeply felt adaptation 
tells the story of a flight of birds in search of 
the true king, Simorgh. Drawn from all spe-
cies, the band of birds is led by a hoopoe. He 
promised that the voyage to the mountains of 
Kaf, where Simorgh lives, will be perilous and 
many birds resist, afraid of what they might 
encounter.

“Others perish during the passage through 
the seven valleys—quest, love, understanding, 
detachment, unity, amazement and death. The 
birds that endure reach the mountain to learn 
that Simorgh is, in fact, each of them and all 
of them.

“In this lyrical and richly told story of 
love, faith is the meaning of it all. Peter Sis 
shows the pain, and the beauty of the human 
journey.”

My joy today came from viewing a confer-
ence of the birds in my own yard.

Maurine Pyle is a recorded traveling minister from 
Southern Illinois Quaker Meeting, where around 
town she is known as the Quaker Hobo.

Joy Amidst Mourning 
Rachel Barenblat

All week I’ve been thinking about what I might say here in shul this 
morning. Mere commentary on this week’s Torah portion feels 

insufficient. How can I talk about the rituals of the nazir, one who makes 
promises to God—or the ritual of the sotah, designed to banish a husband’s 
jealousy—or even the priestly blessing that we just read together—when 
LGBTQ members of our community are grieving so deeply? And yet faced 
with the enormity of the tragedy at Pulse last weekend, my words fail me.

Into this moment of grief comes an expression of great joy. Just 
moments ago we welcomed a beautiful little girl into the covenant and 
into our community. What words of meaning can I offer to her two moth-
ers now?

I can say: you belong here. In this community those of us who are 
straight aspire to be thoughtful and sensitive allies, so that those of us 
who are queer can feel safe expressing all of who we are.

I can say: tell us what you need. Tell us where we are falling down on 
the job of making this a safe, celebratory and welcoming home for you, 
and we will try to do better. I can say: your child will always have a home 
here, no matter how her gender expression manifests or who she loves.

And I can say: all of us here commit ourselves to building a world 
in which hate crimes are unimaginable, a world in which no one could 
feel hatred toward another human being because of that person’s race 
or gender expression or sexual orientation or religion. Can you imagine 
what it would feel like to live in that world?

Can you imagine a world in which the tools of massacre no longer 
exist? In the words of the Israeli poet Yehuda Amichai: “Don’t stop after 
beating the swords into plowshares, don’t stop! Go on beating and make 
musical instruments out of them. Whoever wants to make war again will 
have to turn them back into plowshares first.”

Our tradition has a name for this imagined world in which hatred has 
vanished like a wisp of smoke: moshiachtzeit, a world redeemed. I don’t 
know whether we will ever get there. But I know that we can’t stop trying.

And there is a very old Jewish teaching that each new baby contains 
all the promise of moshiachtzeit, all the promise of a world redeemed. 
Maybe this baby will help to bring about the healing of the world for 
which we so deeply yearn.

May we rise to the occasion of being her community. May we sup-
port her and her mothers. May we take action to lift them up and to keep 
them safe. And may we work toward a world redeemed in which all of our 
differences are celebrated and sanctified as reflections of the Holy One. 

And let us say, together: amen. 

Rachel Barenblat blogs as the Velveteen Rabbi <velveteenrabbi.blogs.com>. 
This blog, posted on the 17th of June 2016, is published here with permission.  
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can I maintain enough of a spiritual 
practice in the midst of life’s chaos to 
keep me stable, sane, on an even keel, 
even joyful?

One answer is to rejigger what I 
think “spiritual practice” means. Yes, 
it’s wonderful to settle into a yoga class 
or sing my heart out at services that 
someone else is skillfully leading. But 
those aren’t the only forms of spiritual 
practice available to me.

When I wake up in the morning 
and remind myself to murmur the 
Jewish tradition’s one-line prayer for 
gratitude, that’s spiritual practice. 
When I’m hastily applying lotion to 
the summer’s first sunburn and I pause 
to remember to be thankful for the fact 
that I have a body and it works as well 
as it does, that’s spiritual practice.

When I say a short blessing before 
and after I eat, that’s spiritual practice. 
When I dip into the thundering water-
fall of Twitter and post 140 characters 
of kindness or wonder to mitigate the 
negativity of today’s political dis-
course, that’s spiritual practice. When 
I pause before sleep to set the intention 
of forgiving anyone who hurt me that 
day, that’s spiritual practice.

My cellphone is almost always 
with me, a tether connecting me to 
work and obligations. A few years ago 
it occurred to me that the very tool 
that most often sparks my continuous 
partial attention could become a tool 
for focus and spiritual practice. Now I 
keep a kind of commonplace book on 
my phone—a collection of things that 
connect me, whether I think of that 
connection as being “up” (to God) or 
“in” (to my deepest self.)

The items in that commonplace 
book change over time. Right now my 
list includes the e. e. cummings poem i 

There’s a kind of magic that can 
happen after a few days on vaca-

tion or on retreat. It doesn’t happen 
automatically, but the fact of being 
away from ordinary circumstances 
opens up the possibility. The pressures 
and pace of ordinary life fall away. It 
becomes possible to breathe deeply, to 
think spaciously. For those of us who 
treasure spiritual practices like medita-
tion and yoga and prayer, it becomes 
possible to go deeply into those prac-
tices. Our shoulders unclench. The 
pace at which we speak slows.

And then we return to “normal 
life,” and all of that vanishes in an 
eyeblink.

The lives moderns lead are increas-
ingly not conducive to doing anything 
slowly—nor, for that matter, doing 
anything by itself as a single focus. 
This is an era of multitasking. I make 
my child’s breakfast while scanning 
email on my phone. Facebook mes-
sages buzz at me while I’m pausing at 
a traffic light. While I’m in a meeting at 
my workplace ten new emails and text 
messages come in, half of them relat-
ing to work I do as a volunteer, several 
labeled “URGENT” in all-caps.

The laundry, the bills, the phone 
calls to return—the logistics to orga-
nize, the committee meetings, the 
errands to run—these are things that 
appear to have no limit. Who has time 
for spiritual practice when life looks 
like this? Of course, it’s because life 
looks like this that we need spiritual 
practice most.

I love the deep dives I can take on 
vacation or retreat, when I have the 
profound luxury of being able to set 
“normal life” and its pressures aside. 
But these are rare, tiny islands in the 
sea of stressors and obligations. How 

thank You God for most this amazing, 
a translation of psalm 27 as rendered 
by Rabbi Zalman Schachter-Shalomi 
of blessed memory, a poem written 
for me by a dear friend, a couple of 
Nava Tehila mp3s, and a handful of 
photographs of loved ones. It’s hard 
to make time for substantive spiritual 
practice during the workday, but it’s 
not hard to take two minutes to listen 
to a song or to sit with a piece of poetry 
that soothes or enlivens me.

These moments of recognition and 
gratitude are small, but that doesn’t 
make them insignificant. They aren’t 
“less than” intensive spiritual practices 
that require lengthy immersion. They 
work on me in a different way than do 
long slow spiritual practices. Part of 
what makes them work for me is that 
they are short and they are portable.

It can seem easier to be kind and 
compassionate when on vacation or 
retreat. It’s easy to feel connected with 
God, or holiness, or with whatever 
source of integrity is meaningful to 
you, after a relaxing morning of yoga 
and meditation, or Torah study and 
prayer, or communing with nature in 
the woods or at the beach. But the real 
test of equilibrium and equanimity 
comes when we return to ordinary life 
and have to maintain compassion in 
the face of things that are frustrating, 
upsetting, and overwhelming.

That’s when I turn to my micro-
spiritual-practices: three deep breaths 
before answering the phone, a bless-
ing over my afternoon coffee, my 
digital commonplace book, a pause to 
gaze at the summer sky and cultivate 
gratitude that I have eyes that can see 
clouds scudding across the blue, and a 
nose that can take in the sweetness of 
freshly-mown hay.

Using Micro-Spirituality to 
Center Our Daily Lives

Rachel Barenblat
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These practices don’t keep me from getting 
spun up by the frustrations of ordinary life. But 
they do give me a way to spin myself back down 
again, to re-center and remember that I’m con-
nected to something bigger than my frustrations. I 
do so knowing, of course, that another frustration 
is inevitably right around the corner! But so is 
another opportunity for gratitude, or for mindful-
ness, or for joy.

Rachel Barenblat writes as The Velveteen Rabbi, and 
also serves as co-chair of ALEPH: Alliance for Jewish 
Renewal. Ordained by ALEPH as a rabbi and spiritual 
director, she serves Congregation Beth Israel in North 
Adams MA. Rachel is author of 70 faces: Torah Poems 
(Phoenicia, 2011),Waiting to Unfold (Phoenicia, 2013); 
Toward Sinai: Omer poems (Velveteen Rabbi Press, 
2015) and Open My Lips (Ben Yehuda, 2016.)

I trust you: 
I am not afraid 

Rachel Barenblat

You watch over my changes. 

I trust you: I am not afraid.

I find strength in your song.

I become more myself.

Together we draw water in joy

from the living well.

We draw forth the changes

with which you bless me.

I’m not alone: you are with me, 

no matter what name I call you.

I’m the luckiest woman in the world

because I have you.

Even when grief rends my throat

I’m not alone: you are there, and

my changes are there

waiting for me.

Serenity, which I came to know after learning to surrender, laid the 
groundwork for spiritual joy. Spiritual joy is unlike happiness, 

which can be fragile and fleeting. An example could involve being 
very glad over an accomplishment, and waking the next day with a 
headache. Few people would be able to feel filled with both happiness 
and a headache.

The spiritual joy I have known comes from the knowledge that 
God is with me always, and that God completely and wonderfully 
loves me. This knowing does not ebb and flow. It lies deep in my 
heart and cannot be touched by life’s circumstances and difficulties. 

Those who know me might say, “Wait a minute, Mike. I don’t 
see you going about with a glorious smile on your face. In fact, you 
often look pensive, as if you are considering some great hurt.”

When God acts upon a human, the results will differ because of a 
variety of factors. The individual’s history, the culture they live in and 
their personalities all come into play. In my case, I am a stoic with a 
Scandinavian heritage. You might be challenged to see the difference 
in my facial expressions between various emotions. 

I would say that I always carry spiritual joy in my heart. It is the 
base—put more strongly the bedrock—of my other feelings. Emotions 
come and go. The joyful knowledge of God is constant. 

Can I hold spiritual joy even with a headache? What about if I’m 
fearful, sad, angry. ...  My answer is, “Yes”.  Knowing God’s love is 
far more important, more central to my being, than any other concern.

That pensive look comes from a spiritual task. One that is part 
of some people’s spiritual path. 

When not only my heart, but my soul was opened—tendered—
and I began to look at this world through spiritual eyes, my awareness 
was drawn to injustice and pain. There is an ocean of darkness both 
in this country and around the globe. Yes, there is an ocean of light 
over it, which in this case works to illuminate the darkness.

I am called to be present to this pain. Why, and what my puny 
presence brings is unclear. What is clear is the task to be there. Quoting 
Jennifer Kavanagh from her book The World is Our Cloister, “When 
you experience the relatedness of all created life as a daily truth, you 
cannot distance yourself from suffering merely because it is distant 
geographically. It exists; we are part of it.”     

Spirituality often embraces paradox. Here we have one: To know 
God’s love brings abiding joy accompanied by awareness. Awareness 
and compassion join us with suffering. 

This then is the way for me to live. The deepest part of me filled 
with both joy and pain, while the earthly part of me carries out my 
human life. 

Michael Resman is a member of Rochester MN Friends Meeting, and seeks 
to live a Spirit-led life.

Spiritual Joy
Michael Resman
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Turnaround
Helen Weaver Horn

Hanging my motley wash
between the pines—
the mouse-chewed towels,
the bloodied sheet
from birthing yet more
burrowers down in 
our bottom drawer,
the workshirt torn
on barbed wire,
bluejeans smudged 
with tar, the dishrags
turning grey—

I stretch up with
a clothespin, tip
my head back, see
you suddenly, you
butter yellow leaves,
you sun-filled seed cups
on the tulip tree, you
lofty squirrels’ nests
come to light now that
your cover is blown bare,
you sheening pitch pine
needles, clustered cones

And oh, a flight of birds,
their beating wings all silver
in their turning! No,
I guess I won’t refuse
another day of country living
after all, not on this
magic morning anyway.
 

Yellow
Helen Weaver Horn

Only the tall young sunflowers,
Bold as braves, their faces
Framed in golden feathers, dare
Look Sun straight in the eye.

Already he who was the first
to bloom, to host the burrowing 

bees,
bows his head low, down-laden
with his rich mosaic store.

Yet everywhere around me
yellow—senna dripping butter,
heliopsis mellow
at the meadow’s edge,
arugula in lemon bloom,
zucchini flowering
into giant crinkled stars.

And look, a tiger swallowtail
flits sipping at the marigolds!
Earth burgeons, blesses me
with Sun’s bright children
since his blaze is more of glory
than my eyes can bear.

But even they,
all glowing here together,
melt me down. 

Tribute
Helen Weaver Horn

It’s striking how
we all have paid you tribute
with preserves—
clear garnet elderberry,
purple grape,
red raspberry speckled
with golden seeds
and tangy marmalade
knobbled with citrus peel—

each one an essence
gathered in the sun, crushed,
slivered, simmered down,
stirred, tested.
Concentrated flavor
holding ruddy light
for you to savour
on your tongues

as though the young
sense how you’ve done
this slow essential work
inside yourselves 
for years—
conserving hope,
preserving gaiety,
distilling tenderness—

Such rare bright essences
you glow with
when we meet.

Helen Weaver Horn is a member of Athens 
Friends Meeting, Ohio. She has woven her 
way through teaching, counseling, peace 
activism, family life and the givenness 
of writing poems for some 55 years. She 
communes monthly with a Quaker Writers 
and Artists Group.
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Deep Sorrows, 
Deep Joys

Wendy Clarissa Geiger
“What if God commanded us to be 

happy?” was a message I delivered in 
meeting for worship. Our deep sorrows 
make space in our heart-minds for deep 
joys to abide. My understanding of 
reincarnation allows for deep joy even 
in the most troubling aspects of life. 
There’s more to life than meets the eye, 
in other words. I’ve not heard or read 
Quaker understandings of the afterlife. 
And reincarnation just makes sense.

Besides, reincarnation explains 
numerous memories of other lifetimes 
and why I do or am attracted to certain 
things, places, persons, and practices.

Life offers a continuous oppor-
tunity for choosing. And, we may 
choose joy. With joy comes laughing 
(aka “inner jogging”). Life goes down 
easier with joy. My uncle Elwood 
said that when he feels down, he does 
something he enjoys doing. I try to 
remember that, as well as a related idea 
that I paraphrase from Daniel Berrigan 
(who said this originally about hope): 
“How do I remain joyful? By doing 
joyful things.”

Forgiving oneself and forgiving 
others cultivate joy in my life, for sure. 
Make room for joy, and Joy will come 
to thee and abide.

Wendy Clarissa Geiger, is a white 
Quaker woman mystic, writer, poet, and 
encourager, a member of Jacksonville 
(FL) Friends Meeting and involved most of 
her life with Southeastern Yearly Meeting, 
currently serving with the SEYM Ministry 
on Racism. Two of her ministries are 
baking cookies for folk and writing and 
rubber stamping little love notes to friends 
and family.

... Recently a gym-friend, a long-
distance runner, talked about the run-
ner’s high. She’d run and run until 
she was exhausted, and then her run-
ner’s high would kick in, and she’d 
run almost effortlessly the remaining 
distance. She explained that hormones 
called endorphins were released to 
create the runner’s high. She ran to 
achieve the distance, always, but the 
runner’s high helped her get there. 

When I remember my first suc-
cess at un-choosing listening to voices 
and that moment of joy, I know I was 
transformed. I may have experienced 
a transformation high. Whatever hor-
mones may someday be discovered 
that cause the transformation high, 
I can assure you the transformation 

The Journey to Joy: Slogging my Way 
to the Transformation High

Mariellen Gilpin
high is instantly addictive. Any and all 
obstacles to happiness and wholeness 
I now view through the lens of the 
transformation high. How can I change 
myself? How can I get that high again?

I run my life now as much for the 
transformation highs along the way 
as for the actual overcoming of the 
obstacles. I think it may be fair to say 
that my happiness today is basically 
a continuous state of being high on 
transforming myself.

Mariellen Gilpin is one of the What Canst 
Thou Say editors. This excerpt is the end 
of an article that appears on our blog, 
<worshipsharinginprint.wordpress.com> 
that describes her joy at “un-choosing 
listening to voices.”

WCTS has Two Blogs
1) Quaker Mystics: Gathering for Discernment of God’s Guidance 
<quakermystics.wordpress.com> was created to support gatherings 
sponsored by What Canst Thou Say, including information about 
future gatherings and the epistles from past gatherings.
2) Soon after creating the Quaker Mystics blog, the editors found 
the need for another blog to support the journal What Canst Thou 
Say <worshipsharinginprint.wordpress.com>, to publish essays 
between quarterly issues, or those that didn’t fit in the journal. 
If you would like to contribute to either of these blogs, contact Judy 
Lumb at judylumb@yahoo.com. 
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It was 1972. The decision that I was, 
had always been, and would be in the 
future an artist had already been made. I 
was just about to graduate with a double 
major in English literature and art, with 
a specialty in painting and drawing. But 
now what? In the closing three months 
of college, the reality of the degree was 
becoming apparent. I had no idea how 
to go forward. I was going to have to 
have a job that paid real money, and I 
wasn’t prepared.

Other than working one summer at a 
Timex watch assembly line and another 
at a conference center in New Mexico, I 
had never had a job in my life. The watch 
factory job was a disappointment—I 
kept daydreaming, never made quota, 
and one day when the assembly line of 
workers seemed to echo the assembly 
line of main springs being stapled to 
hubs, I just turned left without punching 
the time clock and walked five miles 
across Abilene, Texas, in 103-degree 
afternoon heat and never went back. The 
conference center job I took the next 
summer to avoid my previous summer’s 
experience was more fun than work: 
skinny dipping in the Chama River in 
the afternoons, cute hippie boys, wine on 
the sly, listening to those cute boys play 
their guitars, and tie-dying anything we 
could find—all in exchange for washing 
a few dishes.

But the summer after graduation had 
arrived. Reality. I somehow convinced 
a company with an ad in the paper that 
I was just the employee they wanted by 
pretending that the business law class I 
took in high school was engaging and 
wonderful. I became Assistant to the 
Vice President of Check-Scan, the first 

Five Months of Work
Chris Fulmer

hot check reporting company in the state 
of Texas. The entire company was three 
people (the president, the vice-president, 
and me, and I was only part-time). Our 
logo had little squares on it to look as if 
we were computer-based, when, in fact, 
there was no computer in sight. I spent 
my days in the car getting mail from the 
main post office in San Antonio, giving 
workshops to store employees about 
how to spot bad checks, creating weekly 
paste-ups of the offending hot-check 
writers in town, and then delivering 
the lists to each of our stores. I loved 
the independence, the autonomy, and 
the skills I was developing. But all was 
short-lived, because the president pulled 
some deceptive trick on my boss and we 
were ousted.

Summer was just ending, and it 
seemed that substitute teaching might 
bring in some money. This was some-
what of a problem because I had rejected 
whole-heartedly, loudly, and without 
restraint the idea of teaching every time 
my parents had suggested it as a career. 
I wanted more from life! I wanted ART!  
My parents only allowed me to major in 
art because it was an addendum to the 
other more acceptable major, English 
literature. They had been quite proud 
that I had been named Outstanding 
English Major in my junior year. This 
appeased them while my real interests 
and time and love were in the studios. 
But, oh well, I needed to pay my rent, 
and the strong ideals I had in the past 
disappeared.

I began substitute teaching for 
Edgewood ISD, a poor, low-performing, 
Hispanic district on the west side of San 
Antonio. After two months of disaster 

after disaster (second graders who cried 
at everything, a week’s worth of lesson 
plans completed by ten o’clock the first 
morning, third graders who climbed out 
a second story window and balanced on 
a thin ledge over a concrete bare court-
yard, naughty language in Spanish, chil-
dren who didn’t tiptoe in line because I 
didn’t know they should, and apathetic 
high schoolers, except for that one who 
stunned me by telling me “Fuck You” as 
he walked in the door, I awakened to the 
Dawning of the Nightmare. My parents 
were right. I wanted to be a teacher. Not 
a substitute. That was hell. A teacher. 
In charge of my own room. I had not 
forgotten what I liked best about the job 
as a hot check employee—the teaching, 
the autonomy, the independence.

Thus ended the five months of 1972 
when I discovered my career path.

Less than two years later, I had 
achieved a second degree in art educa-
tion, and I had a real job in a real school 
with real kids. And no one climbed out 
windows. And no one tiptoed. I got to 
write my own curriculum. I saw art in 
children’s souls. There were hands that 
shaped clay into dragons, that dripped 
monochromatic colors onto contour 
lines, that knotted macramé organic 
shapes, and delighted my being. The 
next 40 years were mostly just shampoo, 
rinse and repeat—with joy.

Chris Fulmer has moved from Texas to 
Florida, and embraced her grandma-
career. She continues to develop her art 
and tell stories from her life.  She and 
cousin Mariellen Gilpin each independently 
became Quakers as young adults. There 
must be a spirituality gene.

It has been said that one of our lives’ deepest tasks is to find the role God has 
assigned us. “An Aboriginal teaching in Australia says that God sings every 
being into existence, and your job is to find your song and then find how it 
matches up with other people’s songs, so that you make music together.” 

—Adam Bucko and Matthew Fox  Occupy Spirituality
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Achieving Self-Compassion: Giving Yourself The Gift 
of Happiness and Inner Peace. Nate Terrell, 2015. 
Bloomington IN: AuthorHouse. 

Reviewed by Mariellen Gilpin.

“I’ve often tried to do things for others that they did not 
want or need me to do. I am responsible for just one person’s 
happiness—my own. I have found that [my clients’] deepest 
emotional pain is often caused by the harsh ways in which 
they speak to and judge themselves….They heal themselves 
by becoming more self-compassionate….Self-compassion 
doesn’t magically erase the pain of highly traumatic events or 
change difficult life circumstances. However, it does provide 
us with the positive energy and emotional boost we need to…
empower us to change how we view and treat ourselves even 
if we can’t change the world around us.”

With these words, Quaker therapist Nate Terrell intro-
duces this slim volume (80 pages), along with his best advice 
about achieving self-compassion: Becoming our own best 
friends by speaking to ourselves in a calm, caring and helpful 
manner, because “Being gentle with myself helps me think 
clearly through my options and arrive at the best one rather 
than wallowing in self-criticism.” Develop beliefs that work 
for you. Identify beliefs that aren’t working for you, try on 
more functional beliefs to assess the impact they have on 
your life and whether they need to be modified for better 
results. “Think of this work as an experiment in the process 
of becoming your best self. Even a small shift in your thought 
process can result in greater happiness” 
(pp. vii-x).

Other helpful chapters are on being 
kind to ourselves in the midst of our 
imperfections, letting go of what is 
beyond our control, changing ourselves 
rather than others, avoiding a victim 
mentality, stopping thinking that we are 
responsible for someone else’s negative 
feelings (as long as we didn’t do any-
thing to cause the negative response); 
affirminig that we are inherently worthy; 
not projecting our needs onto others. He 
warns that belief change takes focus and 
commitment; he helps to clarify the dif-
ference between working for a sense of 
self-worth and behaving narcissistically; 
and declares, “Trauma sticks to our souls 
until it is released through interactions 
with an attentive and caring human 

being” (p. 37). He advises taking great care of ourselves by 
choosing activities that give meaning, pleasure, comfort, 
inner peace and good health. We should prioritize such needs 
and manage our time so we can meet them, looking out for 
ourselves without being unfair to others.

His advice regarding self-destructive behaviors is worth 
special mention: Change what you’re thinking just before 
reaching for that dish of ice cream. Look at the longer-term 
consequences of your choice, and focus on the positive out-
comes, such as how good we feel about ourselves when we 
seek healthier choices.

He also suggests addressing mistreatment by asking 
questions that force others to assess their unfair behavior  
(“What was it about my request that made it necessary to 
shame me?”), setting limits that you can reasonably maintain, 
and severing toxic relationships.

He suggests ways of tuning into our authentic selves to 
transcend our thoughts and problems, assuring us that there 
is “a place within where we can go any time we choose to 
experience a sense of peace and presence amidst the noise 
of our own minds.” He also advises enjoying the present 
moment, appreciating what we do have, and spending more 
time doing whatever brings “flow” into our lives. Each brief 
chapter closes with a list of strategies Terrell suggests that 
we try on for size. He comments in passing, “When we die, I 
highly doubt that we are met by some entity with a clipboard 
that lists what we did not accomplish.”

Book Review
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Please write for What Canst Thou Say?

August 2017
Conflict in Meetings
Editor: Michael Resman 

Friends may respond to a person pre-
senting a difficulty by direct discussion, 
appeasement, taking sides, shunning, 
sweeping it under the rug, or simply 
leaving, or sometimes all of the above. 
Occasionally, an elder may kindly and 
clearly nip a problem in the bud. What 
caused the conflict in your meeting? 
How was the situation resolved, or not 
resolved?  What seemed to be the long-
term outcome for the spiritual health of 
the meeting?  What are your reflections 
on your meeting’s experience?

 Deadline: May 15, 2017

February 2017
Becoming Vessels
Editor: Earl Smith 

“Submit yourself to God. Learn to 
live in the passive voice—a hard 
thing for Americans—and let life 
be willed through you.” (Thomas 
Kelly, A Testament of Devotion, 
1941) What did you experience 
when you let go of your own 
willing? Were you afraid? Why? 
Did you go ahead anyway, and how 
did it turn out? When have you been 
filled to overflowing?  How has 
God shown you the way to be open 
to the fullness of Grace?

Deadline: November 15, 2016

May 2017
Spiritual Support
Editors: Pam Richards with 
Mariellen Gilpin 
When has a spiritual companion spoken 
to your life through action, challenge, 
or ongoing conversation? How do you 
prepare yourself to let the Inner Light speak 
through the voice or life of your spiritual 
friend? Have you supported a minister or 
a younger Friend? How do you balance 
humility and accountability to your Inner 
Teacher?  Describe a metaphor, process, 
or visualization you find helpful when 
offering spiritual support. How is humility, 
not-knowing, and opening to the wisdom of 
another reflected in your process?

Deadline: February 15, 2017


