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 You will say, Christ saith this, and the apostles say this: but what canst thou say?

 Art thou a child of Light and hast thou walked in the Light, and what thou speakest,
 is it inwardly from God? —George Fox
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Postcard from the Lip of the Void                                                         Merry Stanford

What Canst Thou Say?

From Editor:
Great mystical experiences often have a 
theme of unity of all: all creatures, all energies, 
everything and everyone are ONE! 

It has been a theme of my life and these 
wonderful essays show that is true of others 
in many different ways. I hope you enjoy these 
expressions of Unity.

Judy Lumb

I had just finished facilitating a retreat. I was tired but satis-
fied that I had been faithful to the leadings I had received 

as I prepared and met with these gentle Friends. But I also 
experienced a sense of disquiet. As time passed, I began to 
second-guess the work, and was beginning to engage in some 
negative self-talk: “I should have listened more deeply.” 
“Was I really being faithful, or just following my own egoic 
ideas about how things should go?” “I didn’t communicate 
well enough.” I was really doing a number on myself!

I went to bed acknowledging my limitation and anxiety, 
having come to an understanding of their origins. But I slept 
fitfully, struggling into the wee hours to remain groggily 
asleep. Then suddenly, about 4 a.m., I just woke up, very 
clear and calm, and perfectly alert. I felt as though I had 
been swimming under water, and had finally surfaced to get 
a good, long breath.

I rose for a bit, then got back into the bed with my 
husband. Suddenly, still awake, I felt an infilling of energy 
and received a vivid visitation. Language cannot describe 
the impossibilities that I perceived in that bubble of time-
lessness. It was as if all of Life simultaneously appeared in 
a rush to my inward sight. The past, present, and future all 
existed simultaneously. 

Babies were both being born and dying as the old people 
they had become, peacemakers were cheering in city squares 
while also driving the tanks that rumbled into empty, shut-
tered streets. I saw the kind, loving, deep pools that were 
the eyes of Mother God as she held me closely to her breast, 
while I was simultaneously uplifted by the exquisite, cold, 
and awful Perfection at the center of a mathematical equa-
tion. God and Not-God danced together. The seed hull burst, 
sent out a shoot, pierced the surface of the ground, gave 
forth fruit and died in exactly the same moment. The face 
of every animal merged with every other, but never lost its 
uniqueness. The world burned but was not consumed. The 

ocean waves leapt and crashed, receded and returned, inhaled 
and exhaled in the same breath. And in the waves I could see 
the images of all of the waves that have ever been or ever 
will be. Time and space stood still together and embraced. 
I heard, “I Am That I Am,” and knew that this was the true 
condition of Reality, that it described the actual reality of the 
world that we live in, and which we persistently misperceive.

My mind labored with the paradoxes, jumping forward 
into the future and backward into the past. I felt as if I might 
pop. My whole being felt impossibly stretched by an experi-
ence which I could not really experience, but only witness in 
part. I received the guidance to be content with what I could 
fathom, because this happening was far bigger than anything 
my mind and body could contain. 

One would think that this would be a terrifying experi-
ence, but it was not. I wept with joy, with release. I wept 
to be shown that Life is far greater than anything we can 
comprehend, that God is far greater than anything we can 
understand or hang language upon. I wept knowing that the 
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theists and nontheists are both correct. 
I wept knowing that love and life, birth 
and death, past, present and future, 
the cycles of seasons and paths of the 
planets, the Big Bang and Intelligent 
Design are all cut from the same cloth. 

It seems impossibly paradoxical. 
But, standing momentarily on the lip 
of a Great Void that was dark and warm 
and bright and cold, I knew that my 
human perception was just too short-
sighted to see the true condition of 
Reality. Were I able to rise far enough 
above that Great Void, and hold its 
impossible dimensions in my mind, 
I would see the face of God—and I 
would know Unity.

I wondered again why it seems that 
these visitations come in the company 
of suffering. For me, the willingness to 
be impeccably authentic seems to help 
create the conditions that allow God’s 
spirit to break in. In my case, authen-
ticity usually involves some suffering. 
I stand in the Light and see myself as 
I really am—warts, beauty, and all. 
So I have renewed my commitment 
to being as authentic as possible, as 
I stand before people and God. And I 
have renewed my commitment to work 
on behalf of the Unity that includes all 
diversity, which I name God. I invite 
you to join me in that commitment, if 
you have not already done so. And I 
pray that one day our world shall know 
the Unity that passeth understanding.

Merry Stanford is a member of Red 
Cedar Friends in Lansing, Michigan. She 
considers herself a Quaker who lives in 
the liminal space where the ocean of Light 
meets the dark shore of the Mother and the 
body of Christ. This article first appeared 
as a blog entry at <sinktotheseed.blogspot.
com>. 

Star Dust
Faith Paulsen

 
The night domes, a Bach Fugue. One of us
lifts her iPhone like the Statue of Liberty. She
has an app that identifies the stars. “That red one?
That’s Venus,” she says.
We pause, expand.
Someone says he read somewhere that
all the elements came into existence at the Big Bang:
carbon, oxygen, the whole periodic table,
ashes from furnaces where stars died.
The atoms of our own bodies—found poetry,
sculpted from smithereens. We point, draw circles on the
Jackson Pollock sky, and, like children
who take turns cupping a flashlight in their hands,
we marvel how skin glows red as Venus.
Our eyes contain Cezanne apples, our bloodcells novels,
ideas doing performance art all around our DNA,
and someone says, “Joni Mitchell was right,”
and Hamlet, and Leonardo, and Thich Nhat Hanh.
Our parted lips accept the stardust,
and it seems, tonight, we are golden. 

Faith Paulsen is a writer and a member of Gwynedd Friends 
Meeting in Gwynedd, Pennsylvania. This poem was inspired by 
a magical evening with dear friends from that meeting, and was 
an honorable mention in the Philadelphia Inquirer Poetry Contest 
in April 2012.
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Becoming Unity
John Surr

My unity-sense and its manifes-
tations were gifts, undeserved, 
unearned, conscious and uncon-
scious, emotional, rational, and 
spiritual, all wrapped into ONE.

When I was a teenager, I wanted 
to become a philosopher. I saw 

that we humans had to become united 
with each other before we could move 
forward to who we should become. I saw 
religions, each claiming an exclusive 
right to see the whole, as detracting 
from unity. I suppose that was atheism, 
although I didn’t give it that name. I 
saw governments, with their wars and 
hubris, as working against the unity that 
people needed in order to become more 
fully human. 

So in college I became a World 
Federalist, and vowed to seek work in 
an international organization to help 
to bring about international unity that 
seemed so hard to come by. After a tour 
in the Navy I went to law school, special-
izing in international organization law. 

A few months after I got my law 
degree, a friend at the International 
Monetary Fund told me that a job was 
opening up there, and I applied. Much 
to my delight, I was accepted, and told 
my boss that it was like being appointed 
to the Supreme Court. The work really 
was international and global. Every day I 
would deal with the problems of obscure 
countries far away, and our work was 
aimed at bringing the world’s economic 
policies into a productive harmony. 

But later, as I grew more familiar 
with that work, its effects looked more 
and more like helping the wealthy 
become more so, while assuring sup-
plies of cheap labor and materials from 
countries that were poorly managed 
economically or poorly placed to build 
wealth. The Fund tended to look down 
on the rest of the world’s international 
organizations, distancing our own 
decisions from the concerns of human 
welfare, human rights, and ecological 
balance that would bring us into more 
unity but might not pay off the creditors 
fast enough. I grew less enchanted with 
my work, and it with me.

All of a sudden one winter, I was 
given unity within, a gift that has never 
ceased giving since then. Writing 
about it cannot do it justice, as writ-
ing objectifies what you’re writing 
about, separating you from it. Even so, 
although it was and is beyond words 
and consciousness, I’ll try: 

The walls within came down, and 
I saw all interconnected in great har-
mony. It seemed a rebirth, and I treated 
it as such. In unity there was no more 
me, except as a micro-minuscule and 
essential part of the Now, relating har-
moniously with every other part of the 
whole. Being whole, each other part is 
valued reflecting all as in a holograph. 
It was a moment to be cherished for 
a lifetime and shared willingly with 
all, not to be guarded or preserved. It 
happened in different forms again and 
again, as a new gift each time. Unity 

persists as a foundation for all, but we 
just whiz past it, often not appreciating 
that its reality easily surpasses our own. 
It exceeded my life’s ambitions and has 
given my life a new direction each time.

I have never figured out what 
brought about my rebirth into unity, 
and that’s why it is simplest to say that 
it was a gift. 

Quite a few factors led up to it:
• My growing disenchantment with 

the works of government to solve 
the world’s problems,

• The growing unlikelihood that I 
would be a leader in the IMF, or 

the world of diplomacy, 
• My growing sensitivity to others’ 

expressions of their subconscious 
emotions, through verbal and 
nonverbal communication, and

• My growing feeling that my life 
needed a new, deeper direction.
  Although at the time I was a prac-

ticing Quaker, and reveled in silent wor-
ship, that seemed not so much a driving 
force toward unity as an attraction to it. 
So my unity-sense and its manifesta-
tions were gifts, undeserved, unearned, 
conscious and unconscious, emotional, 
rational, and spiritual, all wrapped into 
ONE.

My family, friends and colleagues 
saw a very different me, and reacted in 
very distinctive ways. My daughters and 
other young children found me more 
accessible and loving. I honored and 
tried to emulate their presence, wonder, 
natural compassion, and imagination. 
Adults experienced the change in me 
as a nervous breakdown. Some were 
kind and helpful; others saw vulner-
abilities and trust to exploit. My changes 
involved a reordering of emotions and 
an acknowledgment of mysteries that 
made my colleagues uncomfortable 
because dollars and gold reflected their 
values. I made mistakes, often in being 
too open, too obvious, and neglecting 
shadows and boundaries, both internal 
and in others. 

I got into psychotherapy and medi-
cations, but I kept my job and most of my 
real friends. Nature, music, art, and play 
healed me and reminded me of unity. A 
stable home base and solid friendships 
helped me to weather storms, both 
internal and external, in coping with 
both self-inflicted and external traumas. 
Holistic healing through meditation and 
wordless sharing brought me back, again 
and again, to feeling unity as more than 
a concept.
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At last I was offered an early 
retirement, and I jumped into it whole-
heartedly. For the past 22 years I’ve 
sought to facilitate unity by helping 
young children to thrive. Frequent 
interaction with young children keeps 
fresh the awareness of the whole, 
and mutually trusting love generates 
more. I work with adults to raise our 
consciousness of the inherent dignity 
and value of early childhood, and of 
the need for all of us, individually and 
collectively, to join in the important 
work of helping young children thrive. 

As I move out of the age that Erik 
Erikson identified as involving an 
emotional resolution between integrity 
and despair, I am very grateful to stand 
mostly on the side of integrity, even as 
I recognize despair within and around 
me. In seeking unity with all life, I 
don’t feel extinction as a threat.

John Surr is a long-time active member of 
Langley Hill Friends Meeting in McLean, 
VA, the husband of Rauna (who puts up 
with his disunities very well), and the 
father of three amazing daughters who 
introduced him to unity. With two others 
he recently published Quaker Spirituality 
from Inside/Out, a book of selections from 
20 years of the publication Inside/Out that 
they edited. He co-facilitates the Young 
Children’s Spirituality Interest Forum for 
the National Association for the Education 
of Young Children (NAEYC), and he does 
research on spirituality in young children.  
You may contact him at <jsurr@verizon.
net>.

Collecting Parts of 
Myself

Judy Lumb

I am a mystic and a scientist, a practi-
cal person with a strong spiritual 

need, a biomedical laboratory scientist 
with a calling to save the earth, a 
cancer researcher with an aversion 
to our economic system based upon 
infinite growth. Even as a 12-year-old 
in confirmation class, I knew that there 
were two disparate parts of myself and 
assumed that “never the twain shall 
meet.” I was drawn to the Sermon 
on the Mount and found “Love your 
Enemy” to be a challenging motto 
that I hoped would be the basis of my 
life. Then they wanted me to say these 
words, “I believe …”, but I resisted, 
wondering, “Is there a God? Was Jesus 
divine? Did all that really happen? 
How can I say I believe it?”

The first hint of resolution to 
this dichotomy was an asymptote in 
analytical geometry. A curved line 
approaching a straight line, always 
halving the distance, will never reach 
the line. I could prove mathematically 
the existence of infinity and it was not 
a difficult jump to the assertion, “God 
is infinity,” and then “God is love.” 

But what about Jesus? An approach 
to this issue came from a series of 
sermon poems on Genesis given by B. 
Davie Napier, who was the Chaplain 
at Stanford University. These beauti-
ful poems were published in the book, 
Come, Sweet Death (1966). Napier 
said that a myth describes things that 
“never were, but always are.” Treating 
the Bible as myth gave me a way to 
approach the Jesus questions. 

The mystical part of myself was 
reawakened by my friend and scien-
tific colleague Judy Bender when we 
began meditating during lunch breaks 
at various places around the university. 
This coincided with my commit-
ment to regular attendance at Atlanta 

Unity
Alicia Adams

There is One
Who listens when I cry

Unfair!
Life is too harsh!

I hurt!
I hurt for myself.

I hurt for all who hurt—
especially for those
who hide their hurt.

There is One
Who offers me no comfort

unless I admit
I’ve doubted that Love
greater than my own.

I’ve lost my trust
in the One.

There is One
who offers a Way
to heal all hurts
to end all wars

to free all prisoners—
including me.

There is One
Who melts my defenses

Who shatters my limitations
Who holds me in the Heart of All

when I am destructive
to others

or to myself.

Unity with this One
is given.

It is ours to claim.
I choose to claim it.

Now!

Alicia Adams writes, “If I could live in this 
sense of Unity always, I’d always experience 
blessed relief and joy. Sometimes it’s our 
experiences of great suffering and lack 
of trust in God that lead us into deep 
awareness of Unity with this Source. I 
trust that once we truly experience this, we 
are never far from reclaiming it. I claim it 
now!....The sharing in WCTS blesses me.”
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Friends Meeting, so contemplation 
became a major part of my life.

I finally pulled together my mysti-
cal side with my scientific side when 
I read the Preface to Friends for 
Three Hundred Years: The History 
and Beliefs of the Society of Friends 
Since George Fox Started the Quaker 
Movement, by Howard Brinton (1952). 
Brinton explains that the distinction 
between mystics and other religious 
persons is that mystics believe in 
their own experiences while other 
established religions require beliefs 
as determined by some human author-
ity. He goes on to say that that is the 
same as scientists who believe in the 
results of their experiments, rather than 
some established authority. Bringing 
these two together is the quotation 
where George Fox wrote, “I know this 
experimentally.” Some people say that 
he really meant “experientially,” but 
the original wording was a validation 
for me.

My overambitious desire to dis-
cover a cure for cancer came before 
I finished high school, but as I went 
through the academic training as a 
scientist I became discouraged because 
it was only possible to do a proper 
experiment on a tiny piece of the larger 
puzzle at any one time. The variables 
were endless. How would we ever 
solve the cancer puzzle? My husband 
was working on computer models of 
water resources, which gave me the 
idea to apply that methodology to 
my cancer research. I began to call 
myself an “integrationist,” always 
trying to pull things together. Since I 
was a European-American teaching in 
an African-American university, that 
concept had a racial component, too.

My calling as an environmentalist 
came a little later, just in time for the 
first Earth Day in 1970, but it wasn’t 
too far afield from cancer research as 
cancer is one result of our misuse of 
Earth. I did wonder why I chose a field 
of study that kept me locked inside a 

laboratory all day instead of outside in 
nature. But weekends, vacations, and 
exposure to deep ecology gave me the 
experience of unity of all things on 
Earth. That experience has led me to 
work for co-management of protected 
areas by indigenous people, preserva-
tion of indigenous cultures, and reform 
of our economic system which is based 
upon infinite growth on a finite planet.

Reading the Pendle Hill pamphlet 
John Yungblut: Passing the Mystical 
Torch by Charlie Finn, reminded me 
of another great contribution to the 
collection of parts of myself. John 
Yungblut was the Program Director 
of Atlanta Friends Meeting in the late 
1950s and early 1960s, the Civil Rights 
days. He returned to Atlanta to give a 
workshop in the early 1980s on his 
concepts of evolutionary Christianity. 
This was another watershed moment 
for me as he used the concept of a myth 
as something that is not fixed, but can 
continue to evolve. He distinguishes 
the fixed historical Jesus from the 

myth of the inward Christ, drawing 
on the mysticism of Rufus Jones, evo-
lutionary approach of Pierre Teilhard 
de Chardin, and depth psychology of 
Carl Jung. In his last Pendle Hill pam-
phlet, For That Solitary Individual: An 
Octogenarian’s Counsel on Living and 
Dying, Yungblut shows how using the 
mythical approach allows for human 
evolution, which gives us great hope 
for the future.

“The contemporary world scene 
may certainly foster pessimism, but 
in the context of evolution, there is 
ground for optimism. … There is 
an inescapable connection between 
contemplative prayer and motivation 
to engage in social reform. It is con-
templative prayer that confirms the 
inseparable unity of all things.”
Judy Lumb is still a member of Atlanta 
Friends Meeting, although she has lived 
in Belize since 1987. She is the Editor 
of a non-profit publishing adventure, 
Producciones de la Hamaca, and has 
served on the What Canst Thou Say 
editorial team since 2001.

Happiness is when what you think, what you say, and what you do 
are in harmony.                                                                   –Gandhi 

The attempt to separate the spiritual and the material diminishes both. 
–Geoffrey Hubbard, Quaker by Convincement

The deepest level of truth is unity. You and I are one. Quantum physics, 
then, is a physics of possibilities, not only for the universe as a whole, 
but for each individual as well. If we can create reality, then we can 
change the way we approach and affect the world. Intentionality 
becomes of paramount importance: choosing to create the reality 
that we want, but not simply as individuals. Since quantum physics 
also supports the notion that everyone and everything is integrally 
interconnected, the nature of reality is one: “The deepest level of truth 
uncovered by science and by philosophy is the fundamental truth of 
the unity. At the deepest sub-nuclear level of our reality, you and I are 
literally one.” —Donna Yarri, Film Review of What the Bleep Do I know

<unomaha.edu/jrf/vol10no1/Reviews/Bleep.htm>

All things in the world are connected as if by subtle threads, and it is 
useless to think that one piece may be suddenly jarred without making 
the others shake.                                                   –F. Gonzalez-Crussi

These quotations were all contributed by Janice Stensrude.
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childhood fairy-tale books of a maiden 
climbing an ice mountain, wearing 
shoes with high, spiked soles to keep 
her from sliding backwards. That’s 
what I imagine I looked like that day, 
walking the incredibly steep uphill 
incline in my thick-soled comfort 
sandals with their safety-grip soles. 
The metaphor of that uphill climb—a 
climb that I was to make once or twice 
a week during the succeeding eight 
years—did not escape me. 

My Australian Quaker meet-
ing was home to several remarkable 
women who had lived into their nine-
ties (and one or two who passed the 
century mark). I once heard one of 
them remarking that she aimed not to 
tolerate others, but to respect them. 

I liked that. I thought how much 
more I appreciate being respected 
than being tolerated. I was inspired to 
raise my self-expectations, seeking to 
abandon my self-satisfied practice of 
toleration and meet the challenge of 
respecting those from whom I kept 
myself separate.

It is not always easy for me to 
recognize “that of God in every one,” 
even though I truly believe it exists. 
I have developed a personal process 
that I use when I feel a resistance to 
generating that love and will to accept 
another. 

I visualize the two of us standing 
at a distance from one another, each 
with the light of God in our center; 
then I visualize the light in me reach-
ing out and connecting with the light 
in them. Sometimes I imagine a con-
versation; sometimes I see us bathed 
in the healing white light of the Christ. 
The more I practice this, and the more 
it succeeds, the more I find myself in 
tune with every one and every thing. 

In 1994, Celestine Prophecy, a badly 
written but excitingly told modern 

parable, hit the bestseller list. At one 
point in the story, the main character 
has an experience of the connectedness 
of all things. In a rush of vision he sees 
the first molecule, then the building of 
the universe in all its parts, one event 
tumbling quickly into the next. He has 
an experience of unity. 

In the early days of my New Age 
search, I lay with my breast against 
the earth and pressed myself against 
giant trees in attempted hug. I talked 
to plants and birds and lizards and 
flies and cats and dogs. I felt some 
sort of connection in each and every 
one of those instances, but I never had 
the Celestine experience—a sudden 
epiphany, a lightning bolt of under-
standing that was an experience before 
it was words.

My feeling of unity has come 
slowly, growing with me as I grow 
spiritually. Unity is very much tied in 
with my meaning-of-life search, the 
gradual recognition and acceptance of 
my place as a tiny cell in the gigantic 
organism that is creation. Joining a 
Quaker spiritual community pushed 
me forward as I joined with others to 
practice the advice of George Fox:

“Be patterns, be examples, in all 
countries, places, islands, nations, 
wherever you come, that your carriage 
and life may preach among all sorts of 
people and to them; then you will come 
to walk cheerfully over the world, 
answering that of God in every one.”

In 2002 I moved from my home 
in Houston, Texas, to Perth, Western 
Australia. A year later I attended my 
first Quaker meeting. The meeting-
house was only a block from my 
apartment—but a very remarkable 
block. There was a picture in one of my 

Finding Perfection: An Experience Of Unity
Janice Stensrude

Yet it does not always work. The 
first time my dandy little magic pro-
cess of connection and acceptance 
didn’t work, it didn’t work in a really 
big way. I was painfully stuck for 
several years. 

I was still living in Australia, 
and I had become increasingly angry 
about how the country of my birth 
was being run. I felt betrayed, just the 
way I had felt when I attended a court 
hearing many years ago, where I had 
the personal knowledge to know that 
witnesses were lying. “But they can’t 
do that, can they?” But they can and 
they did. They did lie in court, and in 
my opinion, my country was being run 
by someone who thoughtlessly played 
at being a leader—making war and 
making rich people richer, turning his 
back on peace and justice.

I can’t think of anyone who needs 
prayers more than someone who is 
trying to run a country. I abandoned 
my unsuccessful attempts to quell my 
anger and connect with this unknowing 
person’s light, and instead set out to 
pray for him. Just words. That’s what 
my prayers were, just words. I was 
painfully aware that my anger (fear in 
camouflage) steadfastly stood in the 
way of any truly felt prayer.

Over the next few years, it ate 
away at me, and I repeatedly pushed 
it out of my mind—this idea that I 
needed to connect, forgive, accept . . . 
respect. Eventually, I came to see that 
this individual represented my fear 
of a way of thinking that was shared 
by many people in my country, came 
to recognize that these people, too, 
had fears. Aside from a small number 
who are addicted to power, these were 
people who feared my way of thinking, 
just as I feared theirs. At last, I could 
at least envision a small dim light 
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–The Editorial Team: Mariellen Gilpin, Judy Lumb, and Michael Resman

through a gray fog. This must be what 
it’s like for someone finally to face a 
childhood tormentor and find him to 
be a powerless, shrunken old man. The 
fear is gone, but it’s still a long way to 
forgiveness, tolerance, respect.

Looking back, I can see that my 
struggle harkened a necessary break-
ing down of the satisfaction that I felt 
when I first thought I had achieved 
what so few have—perfect love for 
my fellow human beings. 

Early Quakers believed in the pos-
sibility of achieving perfection. That’s 
an unpopular notion in this nobody-is-
perfect era, yet I have come to share 
that belief. I now see perfection as 
another expression of creation, another 
Big-Bang type manifestation—things 
expand, explode, and reassemble over 
and over and over again.

Perfection happens millions of 
times a day, I think. I see it as hap-
pening in milliseconds, outliving 
its moment, then popping up some-
where else in an equally brief flash 
of brilliance. The point in striving for 
perfection, then, is not so that I may 
draw slightly nearer the impossible, 
or even that my descendants may one 

day achieve it—but that I may know it 
again …. and again and again.

In other words, I don’t think that 
perfection is something that we must 
strive for, knowing that we will never 
reach it, but something that we cel-
ebrate over and over as it darts through 
our lives. And that’s where I am with 
my perfect love. I strive constantly for 
it, not because I have not achieved it 
but because I yearn to achieve it again 
. . . and again and again. 

I may not achieve, once and for 
all, the ability to accept, tolerate or 
respect everyone. But I yearn for it so 
much that it is bound to happen from 
time to time. And each time I capture 
that millisecond of perfection, I really 
am better, as an individual and as a cell 
in the larger body of society. To quote 
the wise sage Roseanne Barr, “You can 
always get better. No one can stop you 
from getting better.”
For eight years, Janice Stensrude attended 
Mt. Lawley Meeting of the West Australia 
Regional Meeting of the Religious Society 
of Friends, until she returned to the United 
States last year. Though she presently 
works most Sundays as a home-healthcare 
aide, she attends Live Oak Meeting in 
Houston, Texas, when occasion allows.

Unity in 
Business Meeting

Mariellen Gilpin
This is a story about the hard 

work, the dedication to community, 
and the role of the Spirit that can be 
required sometimes to achieve unity 
in a Quaker business meeting.

It was 1967.
The business meeting when I offi-

cially became a member of Urbana-
Champaign Friends Meeting did not 
go easily. Bentley, a member of the 
meeting, had recently left his wife 
and kids to set up housekeeping with 
a 19-year-old student. I taught the teen 
group, and the teens invited teens from 
several nearby meetings for a weekend 
Quake. Responsibility for the Saturday 
program fell largely on me. The adults 
in meeting threw themselves into 
making the Quake a success—provid-
ing lodging, carrying in casseroles, 
suggesting fun things to do. 

Tina, oldest daughter of our errant 
Friend Bentley, invited all the teens to 
her father’s house on Saturday night. I 
knew nothing of the plan until Tina and 
her best friend Betty came to tell me 
after supper. I was exhausted—I had 
been working steadily since early that 
morning, and it was now late evening. 
In my inexperience, I hadn’t imagined 
the kids, who had been going strong 
for twelve hours, would need a party 
too. Nothing was planned. I knew 
the meeting had been reaching out 
to Bentley, his ex, his children, and 
the young woman.  I asked a mother 
I respected what she thought, and 
she agreed, so off trooped the teens 
to Bentley’s house. I crawled home 
to bed.

After Sunday worship the teens 
went home, having planned to meet 
again at our meetinghouse two months 
later. I was worn out, but Sunday night 
was business meeting, and I went 
especially to thank the assembled 
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Friends for their wonderful support 
for the weekend. I started my thank 
you speech.

Susanna interrupted. Bentley had 
offered the kids beer: three cans for 
about 22 teens. (My husband said, 
“Three beers for 22 teenagers?  It’s a 
wonder Bentley didn’t cause a riot!”) 
Susanna’s son came home from a 
Quaker gathering with liquor on his 
breath. It was my fault. I was at the 
business meeting and Bentley was 
not, so I got the full force of her righ-
teous indignation. I was horrified at 
Bentley’s lack of good common sense 
and hurt that I was held responsible. 
I wept. And this was the meeting for 
business in which I became an official 
member of the meeting.  Our teens 
wrote all their friends about the debacle 
in business meeting.

Friends rallied. The mother who 
let the teens go to Bentley’s house 
acknowledged she had agreed, and told 
us she should have shared her reserva-
tions. We learned that Susanna’s father 
had died an alcoholic. Bentley came 
to worship next Sunday and publicly 
apologized for giving the kids beer. 
Betty’s mother lectured her because 
she and Tina had not considered my 
role as the responsible adult—their 
spur-of-the-moment decision had 
gotten me in trouble, not them. Betty 
apologized to me. Another mother 
explained that the meeting’s efforts to 
reach out did not mean they wanted 
Bentley influencing their children. 
And an elder Friend invited me to her 
apartment for tea. She didn’t take sides. 
She simply listened while I cried, and 
I felt better.

At the next meeting for business, 
assembled Friends would agree on a 
plan for the teens to hold the second 
Quake. The Youth Revolution was 
in full swing; the newspapers were 
full of the generation gap. On every 
teenager’s lips were the words, “Don’t 
trust anyone over 30.”  I was 27, the 
generation between the kids and their 

parents. I felt for both sides: I didn’t 
want any harm to come to the kids, 
and I also understood the teens felt 
they were suffocating —I had felt that 
way, too. But I had been in my early 
twenties when I stopped obeying my 
parents. I had been old enough to have 
good sense. The kids were too inexpe-
rienced to make the kinds of decisions 
they were clamoring to make.

Also, some of the kids were not 
clamoring for freedom; we needed to 
find a way to keep them from being 
exposed to pressures they clearly 
didn’t want. As I prayed, it came clear:  
the teens needed to be able to stand in 
the way of the sense of a meeting, just 
as adults do. There would be no need 
to rebel against authority if there were 
no authority figures. Of course.

Everybody turned out for the busi-
ness meeting. The adults presented 
their guidelines for the Quake. The kids 
disagreed uproariously. They declared 
the meeting was entirely unreason-
able. Adults were doing a power 
number. “This isn’t about power,” I 
said. “Everybody here—teens and 
adults alike—can stand in the way of 
any decision. We’re Quakers. We’re 
working for a sense of the meeting.”  
Silence fell. I challenged everyone to 
remain silent until someone saw a way 
forward.

Betty, the teens’ clerk, spoke qui-
etly in the silence. “Do some of the 
adults have dirty minds?” She was 

asking, not accusing.
 “Yes,” said one adult quietly. “Can 

you help us find a way forward so our 
dirty minds won’t work overtime?”

“What guidelines would the teens 
like to suggest?” asked a parent.

Betty said, “The teens need to 
talk.” The clerk called a recess. The 
kids went in another room to strategize 
while adults refilled coffee cups. 

We reconvened. The clerk asked 
what guidelines the kids proposed. 
Betty spoke. “We want to start with 
the hottest issue first.”  She paused, 
and looked at her list. “We’d like to 
be able to stay up all night Saturday 
night,” she said.

A parent said, “I can offer my 
house for a Saturday night party.”  
Another parent said, “Will the kids 
who want to sleep be able to?”

Betty said to the first parent, “Is 
there a way some could sleep while 
others stay up if they want?”  The 
mother said a separate sleeping space 
could be arranged.

Another parent said, “It’s going to 
be hard to find adults willing and able 
to stay up all night with you. Will you 
help us find people you’d like who 
would also be willing to stay up?”  The 
kids could. Kids agreed if they stayed 
up late they would get up in time to eat 
Sunday breakfast and go to worship. 
Kids who were awake would not wake 
up anybody who was sleeping.

The clerk called for a silence. Then 
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he asked, “How are Friends led?  Are 
we comfortable with the kids staying 
up all night?”

Silence ruled. Then one adult said, 
“I rest easy.”  Friends concurred with 
nods. The kids breathed a sigh of relief.

“What’s next on your list?” the 
clerk asked Betty. “There’s noth-
ing else we really disagree about,” 
Betty said. “The rest will work out.”  
Spontaneously teens and adults took 
hands around the circle. We sat silent, 
hands clasped. Love covered us like a 
cloak, warming us all.  All went home 
feeling fully a partner to the agreement. 
I loved these Friends. Our teens wrote 
all their friends about our loving sense 
of the meeting.

Again the teens converged for their 
Quake. But two boys left the party and 
walked two miles to campus. Campus 
was a hotbed of student unrest—anti-
war protests, skittish police, the sexual 
revolution, racial violence. The boys 
returned safely, much to our relief. 

I called a special business meeting 
with the teens before worship. I told 
the teens that the entire local meeting, 

teens and adults together, had decided 
on the guidelines, and the two boys 
had not followed the guidelines. I said, 
“Urbana Friends will not be interested 
in hosting any more Quakes if they 
can’t feel their understandings will be 
respected.”

The two boys tried to divide the 
group into “us” and “them.” There 
was a silence. One by one the young 
Friends spoke: Urbana Friends had 
invited them, and Urbana young 
Friends had participated as equals in 
setting the guidelines. “We ought to 
show our appreciation to the meeting 
for inviting us by following the guide-
lines,” one teen said. Quaker business 
process held firm in the face of the 
Youth Revolution. I loved my meeting. 
I loved what Quaker process could do 
to unite people with differing views. 

Mariellen Gilpin has been part of Urbana-
Champaign meeting since 1963, and 
an editor of WCTS since 1999. Having 
shepherded the teen group through the 
crisis, she has never again offered to work 
with any Friends under the age of 21.

WCTS Online
At <whatcanstthousay.org> you 

can find the history of WCTS; back 
issues; information about Discovering 
God as Companion, an anthology 
of WCTS’s first 10 years; queries for 
future issues; and several “extras,” 
supplementary web issues. 

WCTS also has a listserv for online 
discussions, but only 16 of our readers/
writers are members. We invite all our 
subscribers to join the conversation. 
Go to <groups.yahoo.com>, search for 
whatcanstthoussay, and join us. 

Most recently the editorial team 
has been talking about nicknames for 
God. 

“We should ask readers to send in 
the nicknames they use for God. I’ve 
encountered a number of people who 
have a relationship with the Divine 
intimate enough to include nicknames, 
a reflection I believe of closeness and 
longing.”                   —Mike Resman

So, WCTS readers/writers—do 
you have any nicknames for God? If 
so, please share the origins of them.
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May 2013
Meaning from Despair
Editor: Anne Scherer with 
Mike Resman 
I cry aloud to God; and he hears 
me.  Psalm 77:1-2. In times of 
great despair, we reach out from 
this place of darkness to the 
Light.  What is it about the human 
condition that keeps us searching 
for solace, reaching out, “crying 
to God”? What we do with this 
cry can create meaning or keep 
us in darkness.  Tell us when and 
how meaning has been created 
from your despair. Is there a 
difference between prayer that 
creates meaning and one that digs 
us deeper?

Deadline: February 15, 2013

November 2012 
Children’s Mystical Spirituality
Guest Editor: Jennifer Elam 
with Mike Resman 
A little child shall lead them (Isaiah 
11:6). Did you have a mystical 
experience when you were a child? 
Did you share your experience with 
others, and did those others honor 
your experience, or discount it? Did 
the mystical experience itself cause 
you difficulty? Did the response 
of others give you difficulty? How 
might you have been dealt with in 
ways that would have been more 
helpful? Have you helped a child 
with his/her mystical experiences? 
Share your stories of mysticism in 
childhood with our readers. 

Deadline: August 15, 2012 

February 2013
Prophecy
Editor: Margery Post Abbott 
with Judy Lumb
And afterward, I will pour out my 
Spirit on all people. Your sons and 
daughters will prophesy, your old 
men will dream dreams, your young 
men will see visions. (Joel 2:28 NIV)
Have you ever experienced what 
you might call a “prophetic” vision 
(auditory, visual or otherwise)?  What 
makes you name it as prophetic? 
How does it feel or seem different 
from other mystical experiences?   
How did you know it was a true 
vision? What did it lead you to do 
or say and what response did you 
receive?

Deadline: November 15, 2012 


