
context—the battlefield? As pacifists, we can appreciate 
the setting of the verse: 

“. . . He makes wars cease to the ends of the earth.  
He breaks the bow and shatters the spear. He burns 
the shields with fire. He says, ‘Be still and know that 
I am God.’”

It’s easy to see how nations at war are offending 
God’s peace. But if inner peace means laying down our 
weapons and our shields, the battlefield has shifted. 
It’s no longer easy. Now it’s not “us” and “them,” it’s 
“me.” Knowing that only open hands can receive gifts 
for service, the question becomes, “How do I let go of 
my weapons?” 

We learn from sacred writing that the ultimate 
conflict is the struggle of the soul against God. Jacob 
sought to win a wrestling contest with an angel to get 
a blessing from God, but no matter how long and hard 
he wrestled, he learned that there is indeed a Higher 
Power. After learning that brute force and sheer deter-
mination would not prevail, he had a strange and com-
pelling dream: angels ascending a stair to heaven and 
descending to earth all through the night. His revelation 
can be applied to our own attempts to resolve conflict 
in the meeting. 

How are we to ascend from our own paths to join 
a higher path, except by increments? How are we to 
bring the Kingdom of Heaven to earth, except by steps? 
Dear Friends, what are our next steps?

As is our practice when we have more submissions 
than can be published in these ten pages, we have 
also published a web version on our website <what-
canstthousay.org>.
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We bring these stories of conflict in the meeting 
not to open a debate; we do not know enough to 

evaluate or judge these meetings or their members. We 
stand with these writers as a witness to their human-
ity; to tenderly view their wounds with compassion. 
Integrity compels us to admit conflict is a state we all 
share, despite our better intentions. We invite our read-
ers to join us in holding these Friends and their meetings 
in the light as they seek healing and wholeness.

There is a Japanese art called “kintsugi” which 
consists of repairing broken ceramic pottery with a lac-
quer, which is then filled with powdered gold. A broken 
object repaired in this tradition will be laced with gold 
glinting in its cracks; it becomes the more treasured 
for having once been broken. So let us treasure with 
gratitude the future reconciliation of these Friends and 
their meetings—as the way opens.

Each of these contributions is an image representing 
a phase of a spiritual journey in progress. Some are in 
early phases of anger, grief and wounding. Some are 
engaged in full battle, as it were. Some are well on the 
road to resolution, yet still experience a sense of loss. 
Some are at the point of reflection, looking within to 
find the battleground, and finding the source of con-
flict may be their own defensive stance. Friends who 
reflect on this topic “Conflict in the Meeting” will find 
themselves somewhere in these pages.

We Friends love to quote “. . .be still and know that 
I am God. . .” Perhaps we comfort ourselves by imag-
ining that verse refers to the tranquility we experience 
in the meeting house or at the foot of a shade tree by a 
babbling brook. How often do we place this line in its 
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Sharing this Issue with Friends Meetings
Your Editors thank everyone who submitted for this issue on “Conflict in  
Meeting”. We are so impressed that we would like to share it with other 
Friends Meetings. If, after reading it, you agree that it might be helpful to 
all Meetings, we are asking for donations to help us with this project as 
it is outside of our budget. Send checks to WCTS, 815 9th Street SW, 
Rochestor MN 55902. 

2017 Friendly Mystic Gathering Cancelled
What Canst Thou Say had planned to offer a fifth annual gathering of 
Friendly Mystics on the theme “Answering the Call: Reflecting the Light” 
to be at the Cenacle Retreat Center in Chicago, Illinois, but because of 
a lack of reservations we cancelled the Gathering. Our first Gathering of 
Friendly Mystics in 2013 had 45 participants, but each of the succeeding 
gatherings has had fewer and fewer participants until this year it was too 
few to hold the gathering. 

Previous Gathering Proceedings
Thanks to the faithful volunteer work of Janice Stensrude, the 
proceedings of the first three Gatherings of Friendly Mystics are available 
at <lulu.com>. Search for “What Canst Thou Say” and you will see the 
proceedings from the first three gatherings of Friendly Mystics, both full 
color hardback and black ink paperback. They are also available for 
free download on our website <whatcanstthousay.pdf> on the Gathering 
page. Enjoy!

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 
<judylumb@yahoo.com>. 

WCTS Price Increase
It has been a long time since WCTS has increased subscription prices, 
but printing and mailing costs have risen so much that we finally have to 
do it. A one-year subscription is now $12 and a two-year subscription is 
$20. The email subscription is still $5 per year.

WCTS Editors
In the last three issues we issued an invitation for new staff editors to join 
the team and Pamela Richards, who is one of the Editors for this issue, 
answered that call and has joined the editorial team. Welcome, Pamela!
If anyone has themes to suggest, do let us know, especially if you would be 
interested in being a Guest Editor for that issue  <wctseditors@gmail.com>.

What Canst Thou Say? (WCTS) 
is an independent publication co-
operatively produced by Friends 
with an interest in mystical 
experience and contemplative 
practice. It is published in August, 
November, February, and May. 
The editorial and production team 
is Muriel Dimock, Lissa Field, 
Mariellen Gilpin, Judy Lumb, 
Grayce Mesner, Mike Resman, 
Pamela Richards, Earl Smith, and 
Eleanor Warnock. 

Tell us your stories! WCTS is a 
worship-sharing group in print. 
We hope to help Friends be 
tender and open to the Spirit. 
Articles that best communicate 
to our readers focus on specific 
events and are written in the first 
person. We welcome submissions 
of articles less than 1500 words 
and artwork suitable for black and 
white reproduction. 

Please send your text sub-
missions in Word or generic 
text format and artwork in high 
resolution jpeg files. Photocopied 
art and typed submissions are 
also accepted. Send via email 
to <wctseditors@gmail.com> 
or hard copy to WCTS, 815 9th 
Street SW, Rochestor MN 55902.. 

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.

For subscription rates, see the 
subscription form on page 9. 
Send subscription correspondence 
to  Michae l  Resman <wcts 
subscriptions@gmail.com> or 
WCTS, 815 9th Street SW, 
Rochestor MN 55902.
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From my perspective as a sea-
soned Friend, conflict in Friends 

Meetings is more often unresolved in a 
manner satisfactory to all than resolved 
with an underpinning of consensus or 
unity. Whether it’s a matter affecting 
the entire Monthly Meeting or larger 
structures within Friends, or simply 
two individuals, my experience is that 
most often some individuals or small 
groups are left on their own to swallow 
the changes. This happens even though 
much willingness to being open to a 
way forward has been experienced 
within the Meeting. It happens whether 
the conflict is instigated by the behav-
ior and/or beliefs of one individual or 
whether the problem needing resolu-
tion exists among groups that are part 
of society, including various levels of 
government.

In my many decades among 
Friends in the Pacific Northwest, 
including across the border into British 
Columbia, I have observed and par-
ticipated in many conflicts. Some of 
these have been the consequence of 
social forces that underlie a concept 
whose time has come, some have 
been created by political and military 
thinking that has used power inherent 
in their existence to intimidate and try 
to overcome resisting forces, and some 
have been a result of rather petty differ-
ences of understanding and perspective 
between individuals whose identity is 
tied up in their belief in their own abil-
ity to act according to our testimonies 
of Peace (non-violence), Equality and 
Community.

Without going into details, I must 
say that in every instance I refer to, 
certain Friends have wielded per-
suasive influence, often under the 
guise of being “led” by Spirit, to the 
detriment of others who are of a more 
traditional mindset and behavior. The 
majority may have started out as a 

minority in numbers, may have been 
led by a weighty individual Friend, or 
a respected pastor, or a small group 
of newcomers to Friends who find 
within the religious society a fertile 
ground for promoting change. But they 
are unable to gather the entire group 
or an aggrieved individual into full 
“compliance,” that is, into a change of 
thinking that would require a change of 
behavior. This dilemma prevails even 
though all parties believe in their sin-
cere waiting upon the Lord, until Way 
Opens, and so on. 

The old maxim, “When in Doubt, 
Wait,” is one I heard in my first year 
of community with Friends, over forty 
years ago, and it sounds good, and 
often it results in an outcome accept-

able to all involved, but sometimes it 
means more time for the more power-
ful individual or group to rally well and 
become more persuasive, resulting in a 
perceived detriment to the deep-down 
unconvinced. 

To me becoming more persuasive 
is not necessarily a negative thing. It’s 
the way we humans function and it’s 
our creative “God-given” obligation to 
speak out when we see an inequity, an 
injustice, a cruelty, or a nonsense. But 
let’s not pretend that individuals and 
groups are not hurt by this process. 
They are. So then it becomes a matter 
of what is done with this hurt. Is it 
acknowledged by the more persuasive 
forces? If yes, is a type of healing 
begun and promoted actively by the 
one/ones who have prevailed? If the 
conflict resolution is not registered as 

having done someone harm, who is 
responsible for that and does a Meeting 
or Friends’ larger group have an obli-
gation to provide a forum for that hurt? 

I have seen Listening structures 
established, for individuals to be heard, 
and often they are beneficial even 
though the group is sometimes taken 
advantage of by individuals asking for 
undue attention. By contrast I have 
seen attempts by those who have felt 
trampled on put on a brave face and 
try (pretend) to accept the changes. 
I have seen families accept financial 
and property loss to their heirs in the 
face of pastoral leadings rather than 
take legal steps to forestall change 
within their Meeting culture that would 
benefit their own heirs rather than the 
Meeting at large.

I have seen individuals leave a 
Monthly Meeting because the “pro-
gressives” did not take their hurts 
seriously. This hurt lingers, like a kind 
of post-traumatic stress response, espe-
cially when the individual or minority 
group was fully immersed in the beliefs 
and daily running of the Friends’ 
Meeting or larger Quaker organization 
while being involved in the conflict.

I have seen Friends congratulate 
themselves on a seemingly satisfactory 
resolution involving the entire Meeting 
but because the actual hands-on action 
of seeing the project through rested 
upon one or two individuals who lived 
nearest the location of the people being 
propped up, became frustrated with 
the Meeting as a whole and eventually 
gave up their energy and loyalty to 
Meeting and dropped out, leaving the 
people involved in a less than desirable 
situation. 

I have seen Threshing Sessions 
happen with profound sincerity, 
over time, but still, at resolution, 
some Friends needed to stand aside. 

Conflict in Friends Meetings from My Historical Perspective
Joy Belle Conrad-Rice

Let’s not pretend that individu-
als and groups are not hurt by 
this process. They are. So then 
it becomes a matter of what is 
done with this hurt. 
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However, because of the length and 
depth of the process involving all, the 
Friends standing aside were accepting 
of change. That is the way of Friends. 
So be it. 

I’m not saying that I believe 
changes are not inevitable; I do say that 
it would be healthier for Meetings and 
individuals within Meetings to be more 
realistic about what they can offer short 
term and long term and then, if damage 
occurs to anyone or  any structure, be 
upfront about the damage. 

The notion that a particular out-
come is “God’s Will” leaves me cold 
and skeptical. Who is to know for 
sure? Change happens, but let’s be 
more sensitive to all involved and 
provide a place and a person against 
whom to rail about the matter. Let’s be 
more realistic about the time, energy, 
money, and political and religious will 
that is available to be tapped in order 
to extend the positive and minimize 
the negative.

Joy Belle Conrad-Rice is a member 
of Interior British Columbia Friends 
Meeting, Kelowna, British Columbia. 
She transferred from University Friends 
Meeting, Seattle, and has also been an 
attender at South Seattle Friends Meeting. 
This article was published online at 
Western Friend <westernfriend.org/article/
conflict-meetings>.

The Conflict Within:
The Legend of the Grail

Anonymous

Whether I’m more permeable 
than most, or whether I’m 

empathetic, or just human, I find 
my fleeting moods easily swayed by 
people in my surroundings. While sit-
ting in Meeting for Worship, I am in 
the company of humans who are them-
selves in different moods or states. In 
the silence, I notice my consciousness 
transitioning through modes of attack, 
defense, appeasement, distraction, and 
attention-seeking. 

On good days, after letting go 
of all these phases, I am able to drop 
my weapons, quell my personal 
neediness, and listen to the query 
and the answering truth that arises 
from the Spirit of the Divine within. I 
find myself wonder-
ing, “Do these states 
arise in my awareness 
because of conflict-
ing needs of those in 
my meeting?” And 
I become aware it 
does not matter who 
else will claim these 
transient states. The 
Light shows me I am 
human, so these states 
are mine and it is right that I claim 
them, even while I must learn to let 
them go.

Abraham Lincoln, faced with the 
American Civil War, said “A house 
divided against itself cannot stand.” He 
was quoting Jesus, who knew human 
nature well enough to anticipate con-
flict in society, in government, in spiri-
tual institutions, within households—
and within ourselves. Early Quakers 
carried deep religious wounds, yet they 
seemed to understand that to target 
others in the meeting as their enemies 
would only lead to division. We find 
they examined themselves before they 

criticized other Friends. We see their 
efforts reflected in their writings on the 
Lamb’s War.

In casting about for an extended 
metaphor or an allegory to help me 
view the dynamics of conflict in the 
meeting with compassion, I have 
arrived at a state of useful detachment 
by reflecting on the Legend of the 
Grail. I have studied these legends for 
decades. The story of the Grail is more 
than a tale of a quest for a miraculous 
relic. It has a story of a spiritual com-
munity with conflicting needs and 
provides a key to resolution. 

For me, learning the Grail Legend 
has been an awakening. Like learn-
ing another language, it is a pro-

cess  o f  becoming 
aware. Recognizing 
and reflecting on this 
system of images or 
tropes provides a tool I 
can use to comprehend 
conflicting spiritual 
and emotional states. I 
attempt to use this tool 
to increase my accep-
tance, compassion, 

growth and spiritual development.
Emma Jung has language for 

the Grail that resonates with me as a 
Quaker: she equates the Grail with the 
“Inner Guide” or the “Higher Self.” We 
Friends might say “the Inner Teacher”, 
“The Light Within” or “the Divine 
Spirit” is the Grail we all seek.

Friends sit in silence, not because 
on some superficial level we are 
exhausted and frazzled, and need to 
rest, but in order to wait and watch for 
the deeper work of the Light within. 
The Society of Friends is not known 
for having answers. Rather we focus 
on queries, so our Inner Guide can 

To help me view the dy-
namics of conflict in the 
meeting with compas-
sion, I have arrived at a 
state of useful detach-
ment by reflecting on the 
Legend of the Grail
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1 What causes fights and quarrels among you? Don’t they come 
from your desires that battle within you? 2 You desire but do not 
have, so you kill. You covet but you cannot get what you want, so 
you quarrel and fight. You do not have because you do not ask 
God. 3 When you ask, you do not receive, because you ask with 
wrong motives, that you may spend what you get on your pleasures.                                                      

—James 4:1-3

lead us to the truth. In the way that is 
familiar to Friends, the quest for the 
Grail hinges on a query: “Whom does 
the Grail serve?” If we imagine that the 
Light Within exists only to serve our 
own egos, causes, or personal desires, 
we have not been examining ourselves in 
the Light, and if our Grail exists merely 
to serve ourselves, conflict in the meet-
ing is the inevitable result. 

There are many protective states 
we can experience that are very human, 
and as long as we can freely let them go 
without affecting our actions, they may 
cause us passing concern but they will 
not trouble others. In the Grail legends, 
we can find characters who represent 
these various human responses to 
spiritual trauma: the attacker, the rigid 
defender, the insatiable attention-seeker, 
the appeaser, and the distractor. When 
conflict comes to the meeting, there is 
usually at least one Friend who is locked 
into one of these roles. and who is not 
aware of his or her own state or behavior. 
I’m going to focus on an experience I 
had encountering the Appeaser—the 
Grail King—within myself, at the same 
time I saw him reflected in a meeting in 
conflict. 

In the legends, the Grail, the cup 
which held the blood of Christ, is kept 
by the Grail King. In some of the Grail 
stories, he is called the Fisher King. The 
idea of a Grail King sounds powerful and 
virtuous, but in the legends of the Grail, 
the keeper of the Grail is weak, sick and 
wounded. It is as though the Divine 

Spirit is being imprisoned some way in 
a very human vessel: the treasure of the 
Grail kept in a moldering jar of clay. 
Although people around him respect his 
position and hope for his favor, the King 
vacillates. The last person to appeal to 
his desire for popularity is most likely 
the one he will endorse.  

The Grail King represents the state 
I experience when I am wounded and 
have fallen asleep in the role of an 
appeaser, which I tend to do. I fail to 
set appropriate boundaries. I offer to do 
things knowing I cannot carry them out; 
I act on the false authority of personal 
favors or friendship, “making nice” 
instead of following the Inner Guide as 
my sole authority. In this state, I need to 
learn to let “yes” be yes and let “no” be 
no. Like many Friends, I take on these 
behaviors because I am wounded, a 
survivor of spiritual abuse. Sometimes 
the Inner Guide needs me to be unpopu-
lar and say “no.” My sense of my own 
popularity is no doubt exaggerated 
anyway. “No” is a path of growth and 
maturity for me at this time of my life.

In the legends, the Grail King expe-
riences healing only when he is touched 
by the Spear that wounded him. I may 
think or hope I have all the means to be 
healed from secular sources, from my 
accomplishments, from my own reason-
ing. But I have learned that although I 
have been wounded by false spirituality, 
it is only spiritual Truth that can make 
me whole. 

Facing Difficult 
Conflicts 

in Meeting 
Community

Gail Koehler

This year, Lexington Friends Meeting 
(in Kentucky) faced two challeng-

ing situations and discerned our col-
lective way to decisions regarding two 
individuals. Sharing these experiences 
with other meetings and Friends who 
ask is important. Yet, I could not find 
my way clear to writing about decisions 
reached as a Meeting body for print. 

However, as our State of the Meeting 
report has just received approval, I have 
asked at a recent Meeting for Business 
and been given the okay to share this 
statement of our decisions with What 
Canst Thou Say? Below, I offer an 
extended quotation from that State of 
the Meeting document, which begins: 

“How does the Spirit move among 
us? Lexington Friends can report with 
gratitude that the Spirit moves among 
us and within us. We are humbled 
and profoundly aware that God is the 
movement.” 

Other sections document the activi-
ties and concerns of the community that 
we are. 

“In our Meeting this year there 
has been much work toward 
understanding how we as a 
collection of individuals must be 
bound by and sustained by the 
collective community. We have 
struggled to define the boundaries of 
what makes a spiritual community 
a safe and positive place in the full 
freedom of the individual. We are 
learning to name boundaries. To 
that end, we report that this year 
we have ended our relationship 
with one Friend and temporarily 
suspended our relationship with 
another.
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“One individual was released after 
spending over 4 years in state prison 
for the sexual abuse of a child. 
Though we recognize that there is 
that of God in him, we also had to 
consider whether there was any 
appropriate way to welcome him 
back into our community. Several 
years ago our meeting did some 
education about domestic sexual 
abuse, and we became aware how 
many Friends in our meeting have 
had this experience. We understand 
that abuse survivors bear wounds 
that are easily triggered. We must 
remain vigilant to protect our 
children. Certain in our commitment 
to maintain a safe community for 
all, we could not allow him back 
into our community. We agreed 
to invite him to visit to tour the 
building with two Friends as the 
renovation was completed during 
his prison incarceration.

Those who have mental illness or 
personality disorders have often 
found us to be welcoming; we are 
not unique as a Meeting in this 
regard. Recognizing that we are 
all wounded in one way or another, 
we are glad to provide support as 
we are able. This does not mean, 
however, that a community can 
exist where any person is free to 
do harm. We must take seriously 
our responsibilities for eldering. 
In Lexington, we have struggled 
with one Friend for decades 
[though he has never transferred 
his membership to our meeting]. 
We have spent innumerable hours 
in discernment and tried a number 
of ways to manage unacceptable 
behaviors .  As  a  number  o f 
our community members feel 
increasingly threatened by this 
Friend’s presence (and a few may 
have left our Meeting for this 
reason), we have finally decided 
in April of 2017 that this person 
is to stay away at least until we 
review this policy. Though we have 
prayerfully moved to exclude him 
from our regular activities, we are 

offering him special times to meet 
with some of us for worship if he 
wishes.

We have experienced pain and 
disagreement as we came to these 
discernments. We hope we have 
grown as a Meeting, but we bear 
scars. We are grateful for the gifts 
brought to us by FGC Friends 
Benjamin Lloyd and George 
Schaefer who helped us to be 
more courageous in deepening 
our worship and confronting these 
conflicts. We conducted a very 
useful and wonderful series of 
three Saturday morning “Living in 
Community” retreats. We found a 
renewed sense of community largely 
because we have emphatically 
realized that when people feel safe, 
they are free to be in community. 
We encourage Friends everywhere 
to ask themselves regularly “Is our 
Meeting a safe place?” If the answer 
is no, the testimony of Community is 
undermined and must be repaired. 
When it is damaged, there is much 
work to do. Healing our community 
will take time, but we feel thankful to 
be moving in that direction.

Because these decisions are fresh, 
we will better know the long-term 
outcome for the spiritual health of the 
meeting only over time. In the near term, 
there is a general sense of relief that, in 

each case mentioned above, decisions 
have been made, and difficult situations 
that might have been avoided have been 
faced squarely. In the case of the long-
term conflict, while I have never held the 
position of clerk either for our meeting 
or any of the committees involved in the 
laboring process, I know that through 
the process, Spirit has opened for me 
a number of things to learn as the hard 
emotional work required to face the 
conflict, along with the initial tendency 
to deny that such work needed to be 
done, has worked on my heart and spirit 
in a deep way.

First, in the decades my family 
has been involved in our meeting, I 
experienced a leading to study conflict 
resolution, and have benefited from 
trainings locally (at Peace Education 
Program in Louisville) and in the 
Quaker Alternatives to Violence basic 
training. Numerous other trainings 
later, I now participate in a team that 
leads workshops in the fundamentals of 
conflict transformation, and continue to 
learn and continue to be humbled. 

Next, I am keenly grateful for the 
Quaker resources on conflict. As a meet-
ing, we are growing our awareness of 
these resources and our ability to make 
good use of them. One of the biggest 
takeaways I carry with me through all 
these experiences is the need to ask for 

“All Friends, who are moved of the Lord to speak the 
word of the Lord, whom the Lord hath made to be his 
people, speak not your own words to feed the sensual 
part of man, in your own wills; for there God is not 
honored, and wisdom is not justified.
Therefore be servants of the Truth, and do not strive 
for mastery, but serve one another in love. Wash one 
another’s feet; take Christ for your example that I 
may hear of no strife among you. Therefore mind no 
high things, but fear, and condescend to men of low 
degree; for the fear of the Lord keeps the heart clean, 
and the pure in heart sees God.”

–George Fox, 1654
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help, for assistance, for accompani-
ment, when the situation presents itself 
as unsolvable to my human mind. 

One example of a print resource is 
the free, downloadable pdf “Fostering 
Vital Friends Meetings” Part two, 
Resources, available from the FGC 
website <fgcquaker.org/resources/
resources-fostering-vital-friends-
meetings>. It contains many guides 
and suggestions I’ll continue to hold 
up as we move forward as a meeting 
and to grow my own awareness of 
the rich Quaker tradition and shared 
knowledge on matters of conflict. 

For anyone with difficulty travel-
ling and attending trainings in con-
flict transformation, the free video 
series produced by the Committee on 
Conflict Transformation at New York 
Yearly Meeting <nyym.org/?q=Con
flictTransformationCommittee> is a 
tremendous opportunity. I’m looking 
forward to being reminded of others 
and learning new resources, but these 
two I hold up as having forms that are 
easily shared with other Friends, and 
that benefit from being the rich product 
of many Friends’ labor over time.

Last, I will mention the tendering 
of my own heart that Spirit has seen to 
over this time as my Meeting labored. 
In Fostering Vital Friends Meetings, 
one of the Queries on Eldering sub-
mitted by Bill Warters of New York 
Yearly Meeting is “Are we prepared to 
be eldered as well as to elder others?” 
(R2-28). This query captures the 
humble spirit necessary for this work. 

Gail Koehler worships at Lexington 
Friends Meeting in Kentucky, and serves 
on the Religious Nurture and Education 
Committee of Ohio Valley Yearly Meeting. 
Gail also submitted three brief stories from 
her experience that “illustrate some of the 
distance I’ve come” which are included in 
the web version <whatcanstthousay.org>.

Some Thoughts 
on Quakers and 

Cruelty
Kathy Hersh

I have seen some Quakers be cruel. 
There. I’ve said it. If we’re supposed 

to “help each other up with a tender 
hand,” as Isaac Pennington so beauti-
fully encouraged us to do, shouldn’t we 
help Friends who have been cruel or 
unkind to others, especially members 
of our beloved Quaker communities? 

How to do it? Which way works? I 
don’t think there is a standard remedy. 
If we let love be the first motion, it 
must be active not passive, otherwise 
people with a tendency to mean-
ness (condescending, 
always contradictory, 
controlling, passive 
aggressive, insulting, 
name-calling, sham-
ing, especially in front 
of others, withdrawing 
their love/committee 
work/participation in 
business meeting/dona-
tions) will take silence 
for approval or lack of 
disapproval, just like 
any other human being prone to this 
kind of behavior.

The good news in all this is that 
behavior is learned, which means it can 
be unlearned, especially if we focus 
on the behavior and its consequences. 

We had a situation in our meeting 
where a newcomer, assigned to be our 
representative to FCNL, was conscien-
tious to the point of talking for 10 or 
15 minutes each week in the announce-
ment period after meeting for worship. 
This annoyed a weighty Quaker who 
sometimes put her down. One First 
Day, her scolding went way beyond 
what Friends thought appropriate. 

Many thought it was cruel, especially 
as it took place in front of the entire 
meeting. Nobody said anything. 

The target was devastated. She had 
thought the woman was her friend. She 
was embarrassed and her reaction was 
to withdraw. The victim called me to 
share her hurt. I had not been present 
that day. She was in agony. I tried reas-
suring her that she was appreciated as 
a part of our community. But she was 
thinking of dropping out.

As the resident “expert” on bul-
lying, I was asked to intervene. I sug-
gested to the Membership, Care and 
Council Committee that they have a 
joint meeting with the Worship and 
Ministry Committee and invite the 
aggressor (the weighty Friend). I 
would speak to her in that worshipful, 

pastoral context. In 
a bullying dynamic, 
the victim is never 
asked to join a meet-
ing or discussion 
about the incident 
with the aggressor 
present. Responding 
to bullying is dif-
ferent from media-
tion between equals. 
Bullying happens 

when there is a power imbalance 
between the aggressor and the target. 
In this case the bully was a weighty 
Quaker and the target was a newcomer 
to both our meeting and Quakerism 
who had not yet learned the discipline 
of short announcements (a common 
fault of many seasoned Quakers as 
well).

I focused on the deep hurt that 
had been caused to the person and 
recounted her anguished phone call. 
At first, the aggressor was defensive. 
So we listened to her defense and her 
reason for her outburst at the time. 
We gave her ample time to be heard. 
I acknowledged that she did indeed 

I have seen some Quakers 
be cruel. There. I said it. ...

The good news in all 
this is that behavior is 
learned, which means it 
can be unlearned.
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Being a Quaker is like being in a 
marriage or long-term committed rela-
tionship. The unity of the relationship 
has to be more important to each person 
in a conflict than their own self-centered 
needs. The beloved community is a 
union of souls seeking the Light. We 
must all look out for each other, and be 
seen to be doing so, or the unity ceases 
to exist. One for all and all for one!

The workshops I have led at Yearly 
Meeting focus on dealing appropriately 
with bullying behaviors and disempower 
the bully. We do not expect bullies to 
show up at workshops on bullying to 
be converted. 

Some people may realize that once 
bullying behavior is identified, they 
are sometimes guilty of said behavior. 
Few among us have not reverted to bad 
behaviors when we don’t get our way. 

In the workshops, we focus on ways 
of “disarming” the bully, of not allow-
ing the behavior to succeed. There are 
specific skills to use which, along with 
moral courage, can be very effective 
over time. Much of it requires patient 

have a point, a view shared by others 
regarding prolonged messages, but that 
her behavior had caused great pain in 
a beloved member of our community. 

The weight of having been called 
to a meeting indicated the deep concern 
her action had caused in the meeting as 
a whole. She was genuinely sorry. Later 
that morning in meeting for worship, she 
apologized to the entire meeting. The 
target was not present but the sincerity 
and humility of the apology was relayed 
to her. The two women were able to 
patch things up. Meanwhile, groups of 
us called the hurt person to reassure her 
and we invited her to lunch. She really 
appreciated that.  

Remembering to help the aggressor 
is often overlooked. Sometimes well-
intentioned people focus only on the 
victim, ignoring or shunning the person 
who caused the hurt. There is no justice 
in taking the easy way out. We have to 
grit our teeth and confront the wrong, 
or what’s right will continue to be 
subverted. 

That is one case of loving eldering 
having a successful outcome.

listening and encouraging people who 
may be targeted to stand up for them-
selves, acknowledge the hurt caused, 
and ask for a nonviolent solution. 

I teach children how to do this 
in their own vernacular. We can use 
Quaker vernacular to do the same. We 
“disarm” by being patient, by listen-
ing, by reflecting and asking for clarity, 
by looking for that of God in the most 
outwardly crusty persons. 

Bullies usually have been them-
selves the victims of meanness. That’s 
how they learned it. We must feel com-
passion for them or we risk isolating 
them as the “cause” of the problem. 

Maybe our real problem as Quakers 
is our inability or reluctance to acknowl-
edge and communicate our own needs 
clearly and accept that others’ needs are 
just as important to them as ours are to 
us. This is true empathy and compas-
sion. When we fall short we feel the loss 
of unity. But when we strive for balance 
and fairness, we can feel the power of 
the blessed community, where there are 
no “sides” because we are all one.

Kathy Hersh is the clerk of Miami Friends 
Meeting in the Southeastern Yearly Meeting 
of Friends. She has been a leader in the 
bullying prevention movement in the last 
decade, gives bullying prevention workshops 
in elementary and secondary schools, and 
is currently doing Alternatives to Violence 
workshops in a Florida juvenile detention 
center for boys. She gives workshops in 
schools for the Anti-Defamation League. 
and co-facilitates training for the No Place 
for Hate ADL program.

If your brother commits a sin, go and take the matter up with him, 
strictly between yourselves, and if he listens to you, you have won 
your brother over. If he will not listen, take one or two others with you, 
so that all facts may be duly established on the evidence of two or 
three witnesses. If he refuses to listen to them, report the matter to 
the congregation; and if he will not listen even to the congregation, 
you must then treat him as you would a pagan or a tax-gatherer.
I tell you this: whatever you forbid on earth shall be forbidden in 
heaven and whatever you allow on earth shall be allowed in heaven.
Again I tell you this: if two of you agree on earth about any request 
you have to make, that request will be granted by my heavenly 
Father. For where two or three have met together in my name, I am 
there among them.
Then Peter came up and asked him, “Lord, how often am I to forgive 
my brother if he goes on wronging me? As many as seven times?” 
Jesus replied, “I do not say seven times, I say seventy times seven.”

—Matthew 18:15-22
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Meeting at the 
Center

Pendle Hill Pamphlet # 442 “Meeting at 
the Center: Living Love and Reconciling 
One with Another” by Bruce Birchard. 
Reviewed by Judy Lumb. 

Bruce Birchard, former General 
Secretary of Friends General Confer-
ence, has written a wonderful Pendle 
Hill pamphlet addressing conflict reso-
lution and reconciliation by describing 
several situations at different social 
organizational levels. He begins with 
a situation in his family where his 
brother was initially ostracized when 
it became known that he was gay, but 
eventually the family healed that rift 
because in the end deep-seated fears 
were overcome and love within the 
family prevailed. 

At the level of the wider family of 
Friends, he describes his first encounter 
with Friends of very different tradi-
tions from those of Friends General 
Conference and his continuing inter-
actions with that wide variety, which 
ultimately led him to apologize and 
ask for forgiveness: “I want to ask 
your forgiveness for an attitude that I 
have held about you Christ-centered 
and scripture-based Friends. Although 
I have learned to appreciate the deep 
faith you have expressed, I know that 
I have also felt, deep inside, that I have 
‘grown beyond’ that kind of faith. This 
has involved a kind of intellectual 
elitism, and I believe that many FGC 
Friends have similar attitudes. I am 
sure you must be aware of this, and 
it must feel terribly arrogant and very 
patronizing. I am deeply sorry for this. 
I have learned a great deal about faith 
and God’s work in our lives as I have 
gotten to know Christ-centered Friends 
in the USA, and in Kenya, and I want 
you to know that I deeply respect you 
and your faith. I don’t see my faith as 
‘better’ than yours.” 

Doug Shoemaker, one of the 
FUM superintendents wrote of this 

encounter: “I don’t think it’s remotely 
likely (or wise) for EFCI and FGC to 
merge as a result, but all of us assem-
bled together sensed that something 
powerfully healing was happening 
right in front of our eyes.”

Bruce Birchard goes on to address 
issues of reconciliation in Burundi. 
“During my 42 years of service with 
Friends, I have become convinced  
that one of our biggest problems is our 
failure to understand how privileged 
and comfortable most of us are. This 
may sound harsh, but when I compare 
the personal conflicts I have been 
involved in with the experiences of 
European Jews in 1930s and 1940s, 
of Vietnamese peasants during the 
middle of the twentieth century, of 
people of African descent over the 
past 400 years in the Americas, or of 
Iraqis, Syrians, Afghanis, Libyans, and 
Yemenis as I write this in 2016, their 
experiences of violence at the hands of 
other people are at a totally different 
level. I am often disappointed and frus-
trated when I listen to myself and other 
middle-class North American Friends 
talk about nonviolence and the peace 
testimony without acknowledging that, 
as a society, we have not experienced 

anything close to the horrors that hun-
dreds of millions of the world’s people 
have experienced. Sometimes we just 
sound so self-righteous.”

When one considers these horrific 
situations way outside of our reality, it 
seems that reconciliation is impossible, 
but Birchard goes on to describe the 
wonderful example of the Burundian 
Quaker response to the horrendous 
genocide that affected them. They went 
beyond the Alternatives to Violence 
Project that has been so successful 
in Quaker prison work in the U.S. to 
create the Healing and Rebuilding Our 
Communities (HROC, pronounced 
“he-rock”). HROC goes beyond con-
flict resolution to awareness of and 
healing of trauma, which has worked 
miracles of reconciliation.

Birchard concludes “These are 
humbling stories―some of them 
almost unbelievable. They certainly 
convince me that truth-telling and 
reconciliation go hand in hand. I 
believe that strong, skilled people can 
provide paths for the Spirit to move to 
overcome hatred and fear in ways that 
open up springs of love and caring. 
This love can then move us closer to 
the blessed community.”
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Conflict in 
Meeting

Please write for What Canst Thou Say?

May 2018
Other Lives
Editor: Rhonda Ashurst 
with Judy Lumb
Do you sense you had an earlier 
life—perhaps a dream set in an-
other time and place, in which 
you are someone else? Have 
you met someone, or been in 
a place or a culture, unfamiliar 
and yet eerily familiar? Have you 
experienced yourself in another 
lifetime, another personality?  Is 
there work in this life that began 
in an earlier life? Is your work 
now enhanced (or not) by your 
sense of an unfinished task from 
that earlier life?

 Deadline: February 15, 2018

November 2017
Sexuality and Spirituality
Editors: Betty Brody with Judy 
Lumb
“What is your beloved more than any 
other, O fairest of women? … My 
beloved is fair and ruddy, a paragon 
among ten thousand. … His whispers are 
sweetness itself, wholly desirable.” Song 
of Songs 5:9-16 (New English Bible). Is 
it possible that Spirit wants us to bring all 
of ourselves to relationship with Itself? Is 
it possible to have a full relationship with 
Spirit without including our sexuality? 
Have you experienced sexual arousal 
during any of your spiritual practices? 
Can sexual practices stimulate spiritual 
growth? 

Deadline: August 15, 2017

February 2018
Nudges
Editor: Earl Smith

“Take heed, dear Friends, to the 
promptings of love and truth in your 
hearts. Trust them as the leadings 
of God whose Light shows us our 
darkness and brings us to new life.” 
(Quaker Faith and Practice, Britain 
Yearly Meeting, 1955). How has God 
been nudging you into faithfulness? 
Did you write a letter after days of 
uneasiness and find it changed the 
debate? Did you “happen” to call 
a friend just when she needed you? 
God is ever guiding us—what nudges 
have you experienced?

Deadline: November 15, 2017


