
  

What canst thou say? 
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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Wholeness in the Midst of Brokenness 
 
MEETING AN ACCEPTING GOD: MY JOURNEY 
THROUGH OBSESSIVE-COMPULSIVE 
DISORDER by Lauren Leach 

I examine the moles on my arms and legs -- the 
third time today.  There are many moles on my arms and 
legs.  None of them looks suspicious -- or do they?  
There is a mole on my right calf, one that I once nicked 
while shaving my legs.  It is small, but uneven in color.  
Has it changed lately?  What if it’s melanoma?  I really 
should have checked it sooner.  I really should have had 
it removed sooner.  If I hadn’t nicked it, and picked at it 
afterward… 

I have obsessive-compulsive disorder -- a puzzling 

disease.  There is, apparently, both a behavioral and a 
chemical component to it, because cognitive therapies 
and certain antidepressants both alleviate symptoms.  
The sufferer has intrusive obsessions, usually focusing 
on one’s negligence resulting in diseases and germs or in 
horrendous consequences. For instance, missing some 
tiny symptom in one’s child may result in death.  To 
prevent the dire consequences, and to distract from the 
churning stomach and feelings of dark foreboding 
accompanying the obsessions, the sufferer turns to 
various compulsive, often repetitive acts.  One may wash 
one’s hands several times a day, check repeatedly to 
make sure the iron is turned off or the door is locked, or 
wake up several times a night to make sure one’s child is 
still alive.   

Obsessive-compulsive disorder manifests as 
extreme guilt, exaggerated responsibility.  Thus it 
becomes a disease of the spirit as well as of the mind.  
My view that I was responsible for many dire 
consequences (but for extreme vigilance on my part -- 
the compulsions) was mirrored in my view of God.  The 
imagery of God as Father in my Catholic upbringing was 
distorted by my disorder into God as Ultimate Judge, a 
personification and deification of my obsessions.  In my 
prayers, I begged God for help but secretly doubted I 
was deserving of such intercession.  

By some stroke of luck (or grace), the small 
backwater town I recently relocated to has a therapist 
specializing in obsessive-compulsive disorder.  I have 
been working with Bob less than a year, and in the 
process of working through my issues, I have seen two 
breakthroughs:  a dramatic lessening of my symptoms, 
and a corresponding re-imaging of the Divine. 

In the first three months of my treatment, I learned 
cognitive therapy methods as outlined in Dr. David 
Burns’ Feel-Good Therapy Workbook.  With these 
methods, I could identify the obsessions as cognitive 
distortions:  “‘I must have cancer; I’m going to die’ is 
fortune-telling.”  I could, furthermore, contradict those 
cognitive distortions with more accurate thinking:  
“There is no way I could know I have cancer without a 
medical evaluation.”  Cognitive therapy lessened the 

The topic for this issue of What Canst Thou 
Say? is Wholeness in the Midst of Brokenness.  
The trouble about writing about the wholeness is that 
the brokenness is so ongoing; we measure our 
wholeness in minutes and our brokenness in 
lifetimes. Yet there is wholeness in the choices we 
make to do the best thing in the face of the 
challenges life presents.  And some of us have 
learned that God “improves” as we mature in our 
ability to do the best thing.   

In this issue a number of Friends share the 
Light they have received on the dark journey.  As 
part of their healing, many of the writers have come 
to see God in a new way.  Others have discovered 
that they received gifts not in spite of their struggles, 

but because of them.  
One of the effects of the brokenness is often 

to rob us of our sense of worth.  Friends report their 
discovery of their own worth, broken though they 
are.  Carol Roth says of a Light-filled experience, 
“This gift of seeing the Light so clearly…did not 
mean that I would not struggle…but I could draw 
strength from the power of the Light.”  There is 
much to celebrate in the riches of Friends who have 
brought their stories to this issue of WCTS.  Thanks 
to them for sharing with us.    
             Mariellen O. Gilpin, Editor for this issue 
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severity of the obsession, and could even break the 
accompanying compulsion, but it did not lessen the 
frequency of the intrusive thoughts.  Journaling seven 
times a day for the same issue was frustrating. 

When my seven-times-a-day obsession centered 
around a childhood incident where I had been wrongly (I 
hoped) accused of harming a playmate, my therapist 
decided to introduce the next step of my therapy.  The 
current theory about obsessive-compulsive disorder 
postulates that it is a defense mechanism born of guilt.  
He assigned me the following journaling exercise:  
“Write a letter to yourself forgiving yourself for 
everything you did as a child, because children are not 
aware of right and wrong as adults are.”   

My first response to my therapist was to laugh 
hysterically -- he had hit upon a very salient and very 
stressing point.  When I could breathe again, I 
congratulated him for giving me such a challenging 
writing assignment, but assured him that I would do it no 
matter how difficult it was.  I started that evening, at the 
first sign of obsession.   

I felt better -- for a while.  Then, however, I began 
to obsess about other wrongs I committed (or felt I 
committed) as a child -- my selfishness, my tendency to 
borrow my mother’s art supplies without permission, my 
crying as a manipulative tool.  I emailed my therapist 
about the new guilts coming to the surface and asked 
him if I could give myself blanket forgiveness.  He said, 
“Sure!  Forgive yourself for everything, even the things 
you don’t remember yet!”  This is the second letter I 
wrote to myself: 

 

Dear Laurie,    
I understand you have been really scared I won’t 

forgive you for the things you have done wrong.  I feel 
really sad you’ve been scared, because I never wanted 
you to suffer like that.  I do forgive you for everything 
you did wrong as a child, because you were a child 
and didn’t know better.  That’s what growing up is 
about -- learning what’s right and what’s wrong, 
what’s nice and what’s hurtful.   

Even as adults, we don’t always know what’s 
right and what’s wrong, and sometimes we do know 
but we do wrong or hurtful things anyway.  None of us 
are perfect, and what is important is that we do our 
absolute best to do what’s right and not to deliberately 
hurt people. 

I want you to always remember I will love you 
no matter what and I forgive you for all the wrong and 
hurtful things you did as a child.  Remember I love 
you.     Love, Yourself. 

 

 After that, every time I obsessed, I reminded 
myself I was forgiven for everything I had done as a 
child -- everything.  Over a few weeks, the obsessions 
lessened in severity and in frequency.  I didn’t need the 
cognitive exercises more than once a day, then once a 
week.  The next steps of my therapy were to work on 
communicating my wants and needs to the people 
around me.  This further changed my understanding of 
myself from a person who had to prove she “deserved” 
something to a person who had the right to ask for what 
she wanted, and it lessened my need for cognitive 
exercises even more.   

Slowly, and perhaps less dramatically, my 
spiritual practices changed.  My prayer evolved from 
beseeching God to help me with specific problems to 
asking God to hold my problems, and other people’s 
problems, in the light.  I no longer had to prove I was 
deserving of help before asking for it.   My image of 
God gradually lost that visage of the Ultimate Judge and 
became an enveloping mist of goodness and nurturing 
around me and everything I perceived.  Meeting an 
accepting God further lessened my obsessions and 
compulsions.  I no longer identify them as a major 
obstruction to my life.   

I am not cured.  Under stress, I still occasionally 
need to do a cognitive writing exercise or need to forgive 
myself for not being perfect in my past or in my present.  
But I have rid myself of the Ultimate Judge, both within 
and without, and replaced it with a Spirit of acceptance 
and nurturance -- both within and without. 

>>>Lauren Leach still retains her membership in 
Urbana-Champaign Meeting, Illinois, although 
currently she lives in Maryville, MO (two hours away 
from the nearest Meeting).  She devotes a few minutes 
every day to holding her community in the Light.<<< 

What Canst Thou Say? is an independent publication 
by and for Quakers with an interest in mystical 
experience and contemplative practice.  It is 
published quarterly in August, November, February, 
and May.  The editorial team is: Lissa Field, 
Mariellen Gilpin, Kathryn Gordon, Linda Lee, 
Patricia McBee, Roena Oesting, Carol & Morgan 
Roth, and Kathy Tapp. Subscriptions are $8 for one 
year, $15 for two years.  Back issues are $1.50 each 
and $25 for a complete set.  Send submissions of 
350-1500 words by e-mail (preferred), on diskette in 
Microsoft Word or in generic text format, or 
typewritten.  Address: WCTS, c/o Carol Roth, 368 
Swarthmore Rd., Wenonah NJ 08090. E-mail: 
carolroth@home.com Please write for permission 
before reprinting excerpts. 
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LIKING WHAT I HAVE TO DO  
by Carolyn Smith Treadway 

My family was associated with the Conservative 
branch of Friends.  It was at boarding school that 
meeting for worship came alive for me, because meeting 
for worship sometimes became an intense time of 
sharing in our beloved community.  Why did a bald idea, 
not elegantly stated, strike me deeply at that time?  It 
was this:  "It's not doing what you like to do, but liking 
what you have to do, that makes life blessed."  I realized 
decades later that the same basic message is carried in a 
poem by Tagore: "  I slept, and dreamt that life was joy; 
  I awoke, and found that life was duty;   I acted, and 
behold: duty was joy." 

Involvement with my family, including five 
children, and a small "career" for fifteen years as City 
Clerk in our small town, sometimes left me feeling "The 
only way out is through."  I was able to keep doing what 
needed to be done,  my duty as I saw it.  Taking care of 
myself was part of that duty.  Pierre Ceresole put it this 
way:  "  Never ask that circumstances become easier, but                                       
always that one’s strength become greater, and joyfully 
accept rest and ease when they come along the way." 

My only notable "dark night of the soul" 
experience, during a bout of insomnia at about age 35, 
put me at a great distance from Earth, showing me its 
insignificance.  If the whole Earth is small, how much 
smaller was my life, my work.  For years I read and 
consulted with anyone who might have knowledge of 
such things.  The distilled result of my search:  Let go of 
everything; expect nothing; live in the moment.  With 
that frame of reference, the question becomes:  what 
should one do?  This needs to be answered day by day, 
hour by hour.  We have chosen to live in a family 
compound with children and grandchildren, which 
means whatever we do is balanced against needs at 
home.  

I do not know if the birth of a "handicapped" 
child to me personally would have devastated me.  I am 
taking my cue from our daughter and son-in-law, who 
were somehow ready for it.  A few months before 
Philip's birth, they met a Down syndrome baby.  They 
said if God should give them such a child, they would 
welcome it joyfully.  And so they have. I don't feel that 
Philip is any more "broken" than our children and other 
grandchildren (nine distinct individuals with challenges 
and problems).  We have had worries about each of 
them, except for the youngest; no doubt she will come 
up against something sooner or later.  In many ways, 
Philip is more predictable than any of the rest.  

Philip is now an exuberant, music-loving boy, 
learning at six many things commonly learned at two or 
three.  He explores the world boldly with a grandparent 

to shadow him and keep him from harm.  Moving stones 
from the gravel driveway into a container or onto a piece 
of board fascinates him, while I sit within sight, 
occupied with equally fascinating activities such as 
crocheting or shelling beans. 

I know that I exist, because I am conscious.  I 
did not make myself.  I am amazed to be here.  The dust 
from which I come, and to which I shall return, is 
astonishing stuff.  However far back one goes, to the hot 
stuff of the early universe, the potential is there for 
consciousness, for empathy, for appreciation of beauty, 
for love and suffering, for joy. 
>>>Carolyn Smith Treadway is a member of Decatur 
Friends Meeting, Illinois.  She is married to Allen 
Treadway and has five grown children.  Daily practice 
includes first-thing-in-the-morning stretching exercises, 
based partly on yoga.  This is somewhat meditative, 
though neither more nor less so than washing dishes, 
sweeping the floor, picking beans or walking.<<< 
 
 
A CHILD OF GOD by Terri Mittenthal 

Eleven years ago chronic fatigue syndrome 
came barreling out of the blue into my orderly world and 
mugged me.  It knocked me down and robbed me.  It 
took from me my ability to make a living, my ability to 
drive my teenage children everywhere they needed to go, 
my ability to put food on the table, to keep order in my 
home, to have a thoughtful conversation with my 
husband, to walk, to sit unassisted.  I thought it had 
robbed me of myself.  Who was I?  Who was left?  I had 
always identified myself with the roles I played.  I never 
said, “I work in the nursing field.”  I said, “I am a 
nurse.”  Now, I thought, I had no roles and therefore no 
identity. 

Through the blessing of time -- time to think, 
time to pray, time to be alone with myself -- time I had 
not chosen to take before it was thrust upon me -- I have 
come to realize that I am not my work.  I am not the 
tasks I accomplish.  I am not even what I think.  None of 
these things is the essence of me.  I am something that 
can never be taken, no matter what hardship might befall 
me, no matter how strong the mugger.  I am a child of 
God.  I rest in this in the hardest times and I rejoice in it 
in the best.  It does not change.  We are all children of 
the Divine.  
>>>Terri Mittenthal is an attender of the Urbana-
Champaign Friends Meeting, Illinois.  “My spiritual 
practice includes daily (mostly) meditation, and 
attention to the presence of God in all things.  Another 
blessing my brokenness has given me is time to paint.  
I'm always challenged to paint the Presence in the 
ordinary things I see around me or within me.”<<< 
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INNER GOLD by Carolyn Wilbur Treadway 
  As a therapist and pastoral counselor, I am 
privileged indeed to be present with my clients in their 
processes of deep emotional work, or soul work.  Often, 
over time, I am present to a new birthing of self and 
spirit.  I am fortunate to be a midwife to these labors.  
For me it is a labor of love. 
  Again and again, I am amazed, if not awestruck, at 
the resilience of human beings.  How is it possible, when 
life experience has virtually annihilated a person from 
early childhood on, that she or he still perseveres?  How 
can there still remain a spark of soul within which can 
be fanned into flame?  I certainly do not know, but I do 
know I have witnessed this spark flickering  or bursting  
into flame many times.   
  Over the years, when doing therapy with survivors 
of trauma or abuse, I have learned that part of a person’s 
healing (if timed correctly) can be their naming of the 
gifts they have received through their trauma.  Not 
despite their trauma, but because of it.  The healing 
comes through seeing their very brokenness in a 
different way, or through a different lens, which gives it 
redemptive power.  The following story of Susan 
provides an example. 
  Susan is a petite woman in her 40s.  She has had a 
hard, hard life from birth on.  The fifth of eight children 
born to a Catholic working class family, Susan’s 
sensitivity led her to be extremely impacted by her 
alcoholic father’s drunken rages, intermittent violence, 
and sexual abuse.  Her childhood and adolescence were 
years of terror and hiding, mediated a bit by the love of 
her mother, who also was fearful and impotent to protect 
herself and her children. 

Susan soon fell prey to a man who took 
advantage of her, moved in with her, married her, 
controlled her completely, treated her abusively, and 
held her hostage for the dozen years of their marriage.  
Her subsequent psychosis landed her in psychiatric 
hospitalizations many, many times  and eventually 
provided her with the way to exit her marriage. 

The world is not safe and people are not safe, so 
for some years now Susan has had almost no social 
interaction with people.  She lives alone and spends her 
time alone.  Yet in those moments when she is with 
people, such as when she volunteers time in a nursing 
home, she treats them kindly and respectfully.  It is 
amazing and inspiring to me that after all the violence 
she has lived through, Susan's true gentle nature has 
persevered.  Since she came into therapy, we have been 
very slowly establishing safety and trust.  We have been 
trying to learn the elemental lessons of coping with the 
world, and trying to reweave the fabric of her life, tiny 
stitch at a time.  A couple months ago, an opportunity 

arose to help her look at her life from a different 
perspective.  In Quaker parlance, I would say that way 
opened. 
  Susan was describing, with ever increasing and 
louder agitation, how upset she was years ago when her 
employer, a large company in her town, found a way to 
fire her because of her frequent hospitalizations, instead 
of keeping her on permanent disability as her benefits 
stipulated.  Her company did betray her, and Susan had 
plenty of reason to be angry.  I validated this, but noted 
that there was nothing more she could do about that 
firing now  except learn from it. 
  Susan continued by ranting about her financial 
difficulties from so many years of living without 
employment.  She didn’t have financial gold.  But, I 
said, she was to me like the alchemists of old, trying to 
turn other elements into gold.  Only somehow she had 
succeeded where the alchemists had failed; she had 
succeeded in turning the elements of her life into gold, 
the gold of good character.  How had she possibly done 
this? I asked.  Her whole life was nothing but garbage, in 
which she was buried over and over again.  Yet 
somehow she had risen above all that stuff enough to 
have become a kind and loving and gentle person.  She 
had become the exact opposite of the people who had 
had the most power over her and her life.  How had she 
possibly transformed trauma and betrayal into the pure 
gold of a loving heart?  Susan had no answer, but instead 
had a quiet smile... 
  Then I asked Susan to tell me which kind of gold 
she would choose for her life if she could have either 
choice:  financial gold or the inner gold of being a good 
person.  Susan thought a long time before she sat straight 
up in her chair, two inches taller, and replied.  With 
enormous conviction, clear voice, shining eyes, and 
complete lucidity, she said:  “I’d rather be ME!”  Her 
next words were, “Thank you.”  It was a profound 
moment where Susan’s self perception and view of her 
world shifted.  It has stayed with her since that session, 
and whenever we refer to her “inner gold,” Susan lights 
up.  And I rejoice.  Thank you, God.  
>>>Carolyn Wilbur Treadway is a pastoral counselor 
and family therapist in a healthcare system in Normal, 
Illinois. She is married to Roy Treadway and has three 
grown children. Her meeting is Heartland Friends 
Worship Group. A lifelong Quaker, her spiritual 
practices include prayer which is sometimes danced, and 
frequent trips into nature with her camera and an open 
heart.<<< 
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DEPRESSION IS A GIFT 
(Excerpted from Depression and Spiritual Growth by 
Dimitri Mihalas.  Pendle Hill Pamphlet 327) 

I slipped into a major depression in September 
of 1985.  By December, I dropped very suddenly into a 
suicidal state.  In early January, 1986, I went home one 
afternoon to pull the trigger.  But my wife had already 
removed the gun from the house, and my plan was 
thwarted.  Being incapacitated to the point I could not 
immediately come up with another plan, I was stuck, and 
I simply stumbled forward as well as I could.  
Somewhere during the end of January or early February, 
my wife and I had lunch near campus.  In walking back 
we parted company to go to our respective offices.  It 
was snowing moderately.  I went along for a few steps, 
and on impulse turned around to look at her going away.  
As she moved further along her path, I watched her 
slowly disappear into the falling snow: first her white 
knit cap, then her parka, then…gone!  In an instant I felt 
a tremendous pang of loneliness, a tremendous sense of 
loss and emptiness as I found myself asking, “What 
would happen if she suddenly disappeared?  How could 
I stand it?  How would I survive?”  Then a very short 
time later I understood that those terrible questions 
would be hers if I were to kill myself.  I felt like I had 
been hit with both barrels of a shotgun. 

What I eventually came up with is that “my” life 
isn’t really “mine.”  It belongs to me, sure, but in the 
context of all the other lives it touches.  And that when 
all the chips are down on the table, I don’t have the 
moral/ethical right to destroy my life because of the 
impact that would have on all the people who know and 
love me.  Killing myself implies killing part of them.  I 
could understand very clearly that I did not want any of 
the people I love killing themselves.  By reciprocity I 
realized that they would say the same of me, and at that 
moment I recognized that the only morally and ethically 
acceptable path open to me was to hang on as long as I 
possibly could. 

Sometime later, I no longer know exactly when, I 
experienced a “delayed reaction” to the event described 
above.  While “part” of my mind was still bent on 
suicide, and had to be resisted, in another “part” of my 
mind I felt an increasingly strong conviction that I was 
being protected, sheltered, and that it would all come out 
all right.  It helped to quiet my worst fears; it offered the 
faintest breath of hope even though my depression was 
as severe as ever.  I felt that I had been touched.  I can’t 
say for sure that it was God who touched me though that 
seems a valid metaphor for the experience, but I know 
for certain that it was a “force” of tremendous power,and 
that the merest touch of it is enough to last a lifetime… 

[In the summer of 1993] in the Boulder Meeting 
I was thinking back to 1986/87, and the pure hell I went 
through then; how “painful” it was, how crushing and 
frightening.  I found myself asking, “Was that a test?  
Was it punishment?  Was it a trial?”  And then I 
remembered that it was then that I first felt touched (by 
God’s hand?), felt guided, held, carried, protected, even 
in the deepest darkest places.  So I had to conclude it 
simply couldn’t be a test or punishment; that wouldn’t 
make sense.  So I asked again, “Why is it given to us to 
have to travel through such terrible darkness?”  
Suddenly I knew the answer!  It is a child’s answer: so 
obvious that only a child might ever think of it.  It is this:  
it is in the deepest darkness that one can most easily see 
light, God’s Light, your Inner Light.  As an astronomer, 
let me say something else obvious:  if you want to see 
stars, you don’t go out at noon.  You go out at midnight.  
And the darker it is then, the more, and fainter, stars you 
can see.  The picture I got is that in our lives, our Inner 
Light may get obscured, covered over by all kinds of 
things such as pride, anger, arrogance, greed, betrayal, 
false belief, illness, pain…on and on.  Eventually there 
comes the day when we can’t see it any more.  Then we 
are lost, yet only we can find ourselves again.  But then 
if we are plunged into great darkness, we have a chance 
to find that Light again, no matter how faint it might 
have become.  So I was led to the amazing conclusion 
that the Dark Journey is not a test, a trial, or a 
punishment,…it is a gift! 
>>>Dimitri Mihalas has been an attender/member of 
Boulder Friends Meeting since 1974. He is manic-
depressive.  “Thanks to my illness, I have almost died 4 
times, and each time I have emerged feeling that I have 
been gifted with some very important lessons.  These 
days I feel that I have been touched by grace, to still be 
alive, and more well (mentally) than at any other time in 
my life. I now know that the light never fails, and that 
one need merely reach out to feel God's touch.”<<< 
 
A ZILLION COLORS OF THE RAINBOW  
by Linda Theresa 

Many years ago, when I realized many of my 
shortcomings at once and sunk into despair, my 
counselor urged me to go through depression and not try 
and avoid it.  This advice not only helped me then, but 
became invaluable when I spent many months 
bedridden.  How can someone who is a burden to society 
have value?  This was the dark essence of my gloomy, 
oppressed mood.  

I reframed my feelings.  My depression became 
something to be watched, honored, and explored deeply; 
it became a diamond mine where one dug deeply and  
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kept an open eye for the gem gleaming in the darkness.  
A certain objectivity prevailed within and around the 
deep subjectivity and revealed the gem of not only my 
own value, but everyone else’s.  This I knew in my 
heart, rather than with my mind, yet I wanted an image 
my mind could hang onto, although I knew none would 
be accurate.  

My imagination yielded the image of God as a 
stream of light that was broken by a prism into a zillion 
colors of the rainbow.  I undertook to brighten my color 
so that when all the colors rejoined, the light of God 
would be brighter.  Without a single one of the zillion, 
the light would not be complete.  The task of brightening 
my color could be done under any circumstances.  
Through this experience and others, I sometimes know 
joy during suffering and glory in the most humble of 
circumstances, and love penetrating fear. 
>>>Linda Theresa is disability retired in Alamosa, 
Colorado. She currently enjoys the exploration of lucid 
dreaming and the many varieties of experiencing 
God.<<< 
 
A CHANCE TO LEARN MORE  
by Carol Zimmerman 

It was late June.  I had retired from fulltime 
employment.  I was fortunate to have so much 
discretionary time, as that spring I'd been spending much 
of it in repeated visits to doctors and medical tests, and 
even one minor surgery.  At last I was given a diagnosis:  
cancer.  My first reaction was of strong relief.  "Now we 
know what's wrong and we can do something about it."  
That was on Thursday. 

On Sunday morning, everything changed while I 
prepared to drive to Meeting.  I always enjoyed my car 
and tried to preserve it for long use.  As I planned my 
day to allow for a carwash, I was hit with a shock of 
horror:  I might not need a car for so long, after all, 
because cancer can kill and I might soon be dead.  As I 
drove to Meeting, that feeling of horror suddenly 
switched to a sense of gratitude that I was alive now.  
Furthermore, I was finally aware of the reality that my 
mortality is part of my nature.  Also, I had a chance to 
learn more about living with a life-threatening disease.  
Light, warm and tender tears flowed down my cheeks at 
times during and after Meeting. 

Most, though not quite all, of my new 
experiences affirmed and renewed my sense of gratitude 
at being alive, cared for, and wiser. I realize now I was 
not truly whole before cancer and then broken by cancer.  
It is more that before, I was incomplete in my awareness 
of my humanity, and have been enriched into new 
wisdom by the very experience of learning about having 
cancer-in-my-life as a companion.  Having received a 

cancer diagnosis has improved the quality of my life and 
my taste for living better, however long. 
>>>Carol Zimmerman is a member of 57th Street 
Meeting, Chicago, and a sojourning member of 
Northside Friends, Chicago.  She is retired and learning 
how to use her time.  Her spiritual practice is to be a 
fulltime Quaker.<<< 
 
CAROLYN'S GIFT by Chris Bergquist Fulmer 

Our Friend, Carolyn, died this summer.  She was 
part of the heart of the Dallas Meeting, and she had 
breast cancer.  I had known Carolyn since the 1970s, so 
it was tough when she shared the seriousness of her 
diagnosis with us.  Not only did she have cancer, but it 
had been growing for months.  Her original doctor has 
dismissed the early symptoms as harmless.  There was a 
counterbalance to this harsh news that impressed me, 
however.  It was her healthy ability to communicate with 
a sense of dignity and acceptance, without resignation.  
Carolyn had always spoken with straightforwardness, 
and this did not change in those last months. 

Carolyn had been teaching those around her for I 
long as I can remember.  She showed us how to 
landscape; she taught our First Day School children 
about the environment; she guided us in selecting the 
correct color scheme for the meetinghouse; and she led 
us through a kitchen renovation project.  And here she 
was ill, teaching again, helping herself and all of us.  
Lecturing was not how Carolyn taught; she was a role 
model instead.   

Let me give you an example.  Carolyn didn't just 
announce her news and then retreat.  She came to 
meeting and stayed to visit over coffee.  In that social 
time she openly talked about the progress of her disease, 
offering up news to those who asked about her health.  
She had the ability to perceive how much of the details 
she could deliver to each person.  Her openness did not 
include overwhelming unsuspecting or fragile friends.  
Then without pause she participated in the building 
committee meeting, giving advice and energy to the 
issue of our meetinghouse's signage and front porch 
remodeling.  She didn't ask for pity.  She wanted to 
participate in the world as she always had -- honestly 
and with focus on positive action.  Because of her 
straightforward manner, she could do just that.  She 
taught me that life doesn't end with the diagnosis and 
that the ill person can influence how people react with 
her. 

By communicating freely with those around her, 
by sharing with us the stages of her illness, Carolyn 
created a path for her friends to support her.  She made 
herself available to us.  How much easier it was to give 
her a call or to visit after meeting when I didn't feel like I 
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had to tiptoe around her illness.  Others could offer up 
their own talents of support -- like one of our Friends 
who spent endless hours on the Internet tracking down 
information for her.  Although Carolyn hadn't asked for 
his help, she was able to profit from his hard work -- all 
because she had truthfully spoken of her physical 
condition. 

This openness was a conscious decision on her 
part.  She wanted to be honest with others about her 
illness so that she could get past that and on to enjoying 
life. Not being bitter about the early misdiagnosis, too, 
was a choice.  Carolyn wanted to face the future, 
research the treatments, experience life and friends.  She 
chose not to spend her time and her emotional energy 
over those past events.  This was not an easy decision to 
carry out.  Even though her perfectionist nature would 
have had her taking on the blame of not questioning the 
doctor earlier, Carolyn chose to deal with the future with 
a positive attitude. 

When Carolyn died, I grieved.  I miss her.  I 
realize I have some questions about the plants at the 
back of the meetinghouse and the tile in the kitchen.  
What I don't have are thoughts that begin with, "If I'd 
only known."  Carolyn gave each of us the opportunity 
to share with her the last months in a forthright way and 
the opportunity to support her.  To communicate without 
bitterness, not to retreat into a turtle's shell of self-pity -- 
what a wise and healthy gift she gave to herself and to 
us!   
>>>Chris Bergquist Fulmer is clerk of the Dallas 
Monthly Meeting of Friends.  As a visual artist, she 
explores spiritual connections through her mixed media 
art.<<< 
 
GIVING WITNESS TO THE LIGHT  
By Carol Roth Reprinted from Friends Journal, 
September 1995. 

In the darkness and despair of a dysfunctional 
family, my early experiences of Light were rare but 
powerful to me: a smile from a kind teacher, time spent 
alone in awe and reverence at the beauty of nature.  
These were gifts I treasured.  They brought joy into the 
years of abuse and poverty and into my role as caretaker 
and rescuer of my siblings.  There was also something 
else that sustained me and strengthened me during those 
years.  It was a deep, innate knowledge that the violence 
and unhappiness in our home was not the way God 
intended us to live.  Somehow, despite the bitter 
messages from my parents that faith was hopeless, that 
unhappiness and pain were all we could ever expect in 
life, I had an inner conviction that whispered to me that 
Love was the real way.  I tried to cling to this inner voice 
but it was difficult, for human voices, thick with ridicule, 

said that God didn’t care: to hope for the gift of God’s 
love in a world that was cold, ugly, and devoid of 
tenderness was only a childish illusion. 

I didn’t want ever to believe that the statements 
from my parents were true, but when I was raped at age 
18, the small, inner voice inside of me was no longer 
able to persuade me to listen to it.  Nor could I see Light 
anymore, not in others, not in nature, and especially not 
in myself.  When I looked around, all I could see was 
fear.  When I glanced into a mirror, all I saw was shame.  
There were no support groups for victims of rape, and I 
couldn’t tell my parents, so I kept everything inside: all 
the shock, the horror, the anger.  I didn’t own any of it, 
nor did I discuss it with anyone.  I let all the feelings of 
shame and disgust grow and fester inside of me until in 
my own eyes, in my own heart, I was a non-person.  I 
was convinced I was filthy, not worthy of human love, 
and not worthy of God’s love. 

With that sort of victim mentality, I married the 
first man who asked me, grateful that someone would 
even consider me as a wife.  We had a daughter I adored.  
In her pure and loving spirit I saw once again the 
innocence and wonder I had fought so hard to retain as a 
child.  I clung to her and she did to me, for we needed 
each other desperately.  My husband was a spouse 
abuser.  For years, I kept his beatings a secret, for I was 
certain there was something I was doing wrong that was 
the cause of his unhappiness and cruelty.  When our 
child was four and my husband’s violence threatened to 
turn in her direction, I knew that this living hell could 
not go on.  I am certain that even though I had turned off 
the small, inner voice, God had not deserted me, because 
my daughter and I managed to escape with our lives. 

This miracle of escape, of a chance at a new life, 
enabled me to hope, to open the door to trust in the 
possibility of happiness and love again.  As my child 
looked to me for stability, direction, and protection, I 
also wanted to be an example for her that our world held 
Light, not only darkness, that if she would only reach 
out, love would be there.  So I reached out, and someone 
reached back:  a gentle man, a good and decent man 
whom I married.  We had a son, and we were given two 
years of joy and happiness together.  Then a shadow 
called cancer came into our lives, and in our fourth year 
of marriage, at the age of 31, this gentle man died. 

My spirit died, too.  My body was alive.  It 
moved with me to feed my children, to care for their 
needs.  But their love for me, and my love for them, 
could not penetrate my inner darkness.  I was filled with 
anguish, with overwhelming loneliness and torment at 
this loss of this man.  I hated God for the first time in my 
life.  I hated even the idea of God.  All the time I had 
spent as a child trying to retain the illusion of God, the 
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insane idea that God existed, all that energy spent trying 
to believe in God – for what? 

Wrapped in my own self-pity, I moved like a 
zombie through the summer and fall months after my 
husband’s death.  Winter came and I was relieved and 
glad to draw the heavy, lined draperies across the 
windows.  I wanted no bright sun in my eyes.  I wanted 
it dark, as dark and black as I felt in my mind and heart.  
Spring came again and another summer.  Still, I kept the 
house dark.  I would never, ever, allow myself to believe 
in Light again. 

Then one night, as I sat in the darkness, from 
inside of me something cracked in the core of my being.  
Tears surged up, ripped through the surface, and 
exploded in racking sobs I could not stop.  It was my 
own soul that was crying, weeping bitterly for all the 
hurt, all the pain, all the struggle.  The little child in me 
that was never allowed to cry or express her emotions 
gave vent to all the feelings until, trembling, exhausted, 
spent, I pleaded for God to rescue me from the darkness 
in which I was imprisoned. 

Light came.  It filled the room.  It was under me, 
on top of me, surrounding me.  Warmth flooded me.  
Light was in me, pouring into me, coming out of me.  I 
was one with the Light.  I was enveloped in it.  This 
Light had no shape, no form.  It was pure, radiant Light.  
It stayed in that room with me, comforting me, loving 
me as a mother’s or father’s arms must feel to a child.  I 
don’t know how long it flooded me.  I had no sense of 
time.The Light was still with me as I rose and went to 
the door and opened it to a day filled with early morning.  
I crossed my front yard, unable to comprehend what I 
was seeing.  Radiant, silvery, golden Light was 
everywhere.  Everything shimmered, everything was 
changing before my eyes.  I could see the veins in the 
leaves of the trees above me and the veins were moving, 
dancing with some kind of life force.  The trees emitted 
a kind of current, as did the roadway before me as I 
opened the gate to the picket fence, which seemed to 
pulse under my fingers.  I could see into everything I 
looked at, and all was motion and force, pulsing with 
incredible, light-filled energy.  
 Somehow I was able to see in a way beyond our 
normal way of seeing.  There was no sense of time, no 
boundaries of any kind.  My sight expanded and I saw 
scenes before my eyes:  an Indian walking through the 
forest, bow slung across his shoulder; a Chinese woman 
with an infant bound on her back, bending over as she 
planted rice seedlings, her sturdy legs immersed in mud.  
I saw a black slave, his face sullen as he stripped cotton, 
iron chains around his bare feet, dragging, as he slowly 
moved across the red earth.  I saw cities also, filled with 
people cloaked in darkness, unaware of the Light so 

alive within themselves and others.  I knew Earth and all 
in it contained this living Light. 

I was given to know (not audibly but from inside of me) 
that spirit is eternal.  We can’t comprehend this because 
our human sight is limited.  I was also given to know 
that what happens to us, how our lives are lived, is 
related to how we think and how we perceive.  If our 
seeing, our feeling, is one of darkness, it is often because 
we are choosing to see, to feel, this darkness.  It does not 
mean that the Light is not there.  The Light is real, in us, 
always available to us.  We may try to deny it.  We may 
try to empty ourselves of it.   

But we are part of it as it is part of us.  If we 
only allow ourselves to believe it, truly believe it, we 
will be able to see, to feel, the Light in ourselves and in 
each other.     
 The luminosity of the Light faded.  I was filled 
with joy, awe, and wonder at what I had experienced.  I 
felt that my limited, human language could not ever 
hope to convey what had happened to me.   

This gift of Light did not blast away all my 
darkness forever.  When I do not focus on the Light, 
when I lose my way, I am capable of much hurt to others 
and to myself.  This gift of seeing the Light so clearly 
also did not mean that I would not struggle or have pain 
or sorrow in my life.  But this experience did teach me 
that when I am weary or afraid, I can draw strength from 
the power of the Light.  I am learning to choose to see 
Light when I look at myself, at others, and at the world 
around me.  This changes my perception, and in turn this 
helps to influence the way I think, feel, and act.  I am not 
always successful at this way of Seeing, but I am 
determined to keep trying, for I know the Light is real.  I 
know that what Thomas Kelly wrote is true: “The Light 
for which the world longs, is already shining….”  It 
shines, dear Friends, it shines. 
>>>Carol Roth is a published writer and poet residing 
in South Jersey, where she now intends to write full time 
after having raised a large family. She became a 
member of Mickleton Meeting (NJ) in 1986. She also is 
an active member of NAMI, which advocates for those 
who are stricken with mental illness.<<< 
 
MY AFFAIR by David Blair 

Linda and I had been married 25 years. It was a 
good life.  Then the unthinkable happened: I fell in love 
with another woman and became her lover.  For three 
months I was a person I had never imagined I could be, 
or be again: passionate, deceitful, poetic, out of control. 

The sexual affair ended on the first day of 
spring.  Linda asked me: Are you in love with someone 
else?  I answered honestly.  I had expected that she 
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would throw me out when she learned of my infidelity.  
Linda did not make it so easy.  Her love held the door 
open for me. 

I made a sacred commitment to know myself 
better and to stay true to my spiritual path, however 
unclear it felt to me then.  I could not recommit to Linda.  
A terrible period began for both of us.  And a period for 
which I am intensely grateful.   

That fall, a call came from a mutual friend 
asking me to help him in his job.  I left home for six 
weeks and immersed myself in new work and a different 
life.  During this time I broke through into painful places 
in my childhood and felt anger and shame long buried.  I 
opened to compassion for myself and my parents and to 
new possibilities for my life with Linda and my children. 

Linda and I still struggled to communicate 
openly, lovingly, without blame.  I longed to see the 
other woman.  More than a year after my separation 
from her, in the spring, she came to me in a guided 
meditation.  I had called on my higher self, who at first 
took the form of the wind in the pines, then of a hermit 
thrush.  To my dismay, the thrush began to take her 
shape.  I was scared.  I said to her:  I am asking to be 
released from you!  

Yet I let it happen, and as I looked at her I saw 
that her body was made up of shimmering energy.  She 
was not she.  I actually saw that what I so longed for was 
not the physical being but the love that had come to me 
through her from somewhere beyond.  The Vietnamese 
say:  drink the water, remember the source.  From that 
moment, I could more consciously direct my longing 
toward the source, the divine that lives in and around us.  
I knew that no person is the source and also that each 
person can be a channel for divine energy to others. 

In July at a Buddhist retreat, walking under a 
glorious morning sun, I was flooded with love and joy.  I 
wept and laughed.  I knew, finally, how beloved I am of 
God.  That evening I called Linda.  She was in terrible 
pain.  She shared the news that a close friend’s wife had 
died in childbirth, leaving him with three little children 
to care for. 

I felt fear again.  Can the joy of this day possibly 
last?  The next morning I sat, and as I looked at a photo 

of the Buddha, joy flooded over me again.  I saw that the 
Buddha’s smile held all pain and suffering within an 
immense compassion.  I knew I was forever safe. 

I returned from that retreat with the intention to 
listen with an open heart and speak truthfully to Linda. 
Three months later I was able to recommit myself to her.  
Could we have reached this place without the pain of my 
affair?  Perhaps. Yet this is the path we have taken.  I 
feel deeply sorry for the pain that my actions brought to 
many people I love.  I also feel no regrets.  I see a deep 
soul-wisdom underlying the mistakes of the last three 
years.  With the light of this knowing, I can look back to 
the mistakes my parents made and see within them also 
the light of love and soul.  I see beauty and possibility in 
the struggles of those around me.  The landscape has 
changed. 
 >>>David Blair lives with his wife Linda in rural New 
Hampshire and teaches in the public schools.  Between 
1985 and 1993 his family lived in China, the Philippines 
and Vietnam. The inner journey of the last years has 
taken him to even more amazing places.  He looks 
forward to being a grandfather in his 50th year.<<< 

 
 
 

 
SUBSCRIPTION FORM.  Please send this form to:  
WCTS, c/o Carol Roth, 368 Swarthmore Rd., 
Wenonah, NJ, 08090.     
Enclosed is my  check to What Canst Thou Say? 
 _____ $8 for a one year subscription 
   _____ $15 for a two year subscription  
  Enclosed is a contribution of $________________  
  I cannot afford $8. Enclosed is $______.  Please keep  
  me on the mailing list.    
 

 Name_____________________________________ 
 
Address___________________________________  
 
City, State, Zip______________________________ 

phone number (optional)______________________  

e-mail address (optional)______________________ 

Frequently, God allows us to sin because God 
knows already that by sinning we will transcend our 
present state.      Meister Eckhart 

 

The more helpless and poverty stricken we are 
when we turn to God for aid, the deeper we enter into 
God and the more sensitive we become to God’s most 
precious gifts.     Meister Eckhart 
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FUTURE ISSUES 
 

May 2000: TRADITIONS THAT FEED MY SOUL.  
EDITOR:  LINDA LEE 

Many Friends have found nourishment for their 
spiritual lives in reading the Christian Mystics or reading 
the monastic Holy Office or in Native American 
Traditions, Yoga, or Buddhist meditation practices.  
Share with other readers of WCTS the teachings that 
have enriched your spiritual journey.  How have you 
applied the teaching to your life?  What impact for 
change has the teaching/tradition had?  DEADLINE:  
March 1. 

 

August 2000:  CALLED TO INTERCESSORY 
PRAYER. EDITOR:  MARIELLEN GILPIN 

A ministry of praying for others can be a voyage 
of discovery  about ourselves, our loved one, about 
prayer, about God.  Tell us about your experiences 
praying for others, and what you have learned from 
them.  DEADLINE:  June 1. 

 
November 2000:VISIONS AND VOICES. (Note 
change in date!)  
EDITOR:  KATHY TAPP 
Have you felt the presence of the Spirit through having a 
vision or hearing an audible voice that speaks to the 
inward ear?  Has the Spirit spoken through your other 
senses, a “holy fragrance,” a “flavor,” or sense of being 
physically touched?  How do you recognize this as the 
Spirit?  What meaning have you given it?   
DEADLINE: Sept. 1.   
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sharing of readers with one another. 
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Please submit your writing by e-mail,  if possible, to 
(carolroth@home.com) or mail us a disk in Microsoft 
Word or generic text format.  Thanks!
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