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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,
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What Canst Thou Say?

From the Guest Editor:
When I asked WCTS to do an issue on being open and tender, I had 
no idea how far-reaching the implications were. The conversations 
I have had with people have been unbelievably rich and wonderful. 
Wanting us to stretch beyond the insights of Quakerism on this 
issue that touches people of other faiths, I invited Karen who 
practices Buddhism and Dani who works from the Kabbalah to 
participate.
Almost everyone I talked with about the possibility of writing for 
this issue giggled immediately with acknowledgment when I read 
the theme’s description to them. Many said they knew a lot about 
being “too sensitive” but it was too big or too raw to write about. 
Many had stories of how being opened and sensitive had been 
both a blessing and a source of difficulty in their lives. Despite the 
difficulty, most would not change the sensitivity if they could. The 
blessings of being open and tender are immense. Thank you to 
all those who have written about their experiences, you will bless 
others with your stories!!

Jennifer Elam, Guest Editor

One hundred radios in the room 
with the volume turned way up. 

That’s the way it sounded to me as I 
walked into the grocery store in a small 
town just south of Yosemite Park.

Along with five others I had just 
come down from a mountain after a 
seven-day intensive vision quest expe-
rience. I’d been away from the noises 
of everyday life—cars honking, radios 
blaring, television, phones ringing. I’d 
been in the company of shale stone 
cliffs, scattered pinion pine trees and 
blue sage brush. Three of the seven 
days were spent in solitary fasting

silence, practicing spiritual disci-
plines, seeking a vision of how to live 
in greater attunement with life itself. 
At night as I viewed the landscape with 
its crystal clear air, bathed in the white 
light of the full moon, I had the feel-
ing of being held in a deeply peaceful, 
sacred silence.

In the grocery store, by contrast, 
the check-out machines called out to 
me from each of the half dozen coun-
ters. Clattering, they demanded my 
full attention. I recoiled from but was 
also drawn by the noise. I stopped and 
looked at every customer in the store. 
There was something about each one, 
an expression, a movement, perhaps 
something overheard, that gave me the 
urge to go up and start a conversation, 

distractions of our everyday lives but 
also a sense of being deeply connected 
to my life. The laundry soap box, as 
exciting as it may be, sits quietly on 
the shelf unless I have “laundry soap” 
on my shopping list. I don’t notice the 
other people in the store as I go down 
the aisle.

I not only screen out laundry soap, 
but I also screen out the Spirit when I 
don’t put it on my list for the day. The 

as if we knew one another. I felt a con-
nection to each person. Every item on 
the grocery shelf called out, “Look at 
me!” I would stop and look, fascinated 
by the color and design of a box of 
laundry soap.

As I reflect on that experience, 
from the perspective of how to be 
open to the Spirit and also grounded in 
mother earth, I realize that I habitually 
screen out not only the usual noise and 
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Spirit is hiding in plain sight, beneath 
the surface of things I encounter during 
the day. The Spirit is hiding behind 
the clerk who asks, “Can I help you?” 
The Spirit is hiding behind the near 
miss I just had in traffic, the palms of 
my hands sweaty as I grip the steer-
ing wheel. The Spirit is hiding behind 
whoever gets the prize for the “Most 
Obnoxious Person of the Day.

Coming off the mountain, it was 
easy to see the Spirit hiding behind 
the ordinary. Once off the mountain 
the task is to move slowly enough, 
enabling that which is hidden to 
become visible.

Brad Sheeks is a member of Central 
Philadelphia (PA) Meeting. He works as 
a hospice nurse and is married to WCTS 
editor Pat McBee.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

Joy and Suffering
Christine O’Brien

When we know that each person 
is a beloved child of God, there 

is joy and suffering. I have always had 
a concern for whoever came my way, 
because my parents and grandparents 
always did. It was expected, in my 
family, that if you knew of a need you 
could help in some small way, you did. 
If it was a need too big or not able to 
be helped, it was, nonetheless, Known. 
There is a beauty in the way some 
people bear this Knowing. I have seen 
it and I know people, as you probably 
do, who make my spirit go deeper and 
with joy, simply by their witness.

To care about this world is heart-
breaking. The more I know the worse 
it gets. And then over and above the 
heartbreak is the incredible joy and 
beauty of the loving ones and the 
miraculous earth. This makes the whole 
business of this world reasonable to 
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Over and above the heartbreak is the 
incredible joy and beauty of the loving 

ones and the miraculous earth

bear. I cry out inside at the terror that 
pervades this life for most people. 
I mourn for the befouled water, air 
and soil, the displaced birds, the un-
guarded sky. I rejoice in rain laughter, 
music, colors, 
the Beautiful. 
I am grate-
ful for all the 
days of my 
life and for 
people I have 
known and those I love and those who 
love me.

I am a person with disabilities. My 
life is circumscribed by things I can 
or cannot do. It is possible that this 
makes things much simpler for me. In 
any case, my life is simple compared 
to some. I have silence. I have time to 
think and time to stare out the window. 
I need this, to carry the Knowing 
lightly and keep the Presence near. I 
need this to stay well enough to keep 
living. Hearing the heartbeats of others 
above our own requires different kinds 
of listening. I think how we listen 
makes a  difference works in us.

I have to be careful of the few 
movies I see. Violence and suspense 
are too real for me_ I can’t find reflec-
tions of people’s pain entertaining. 
I don’t have television. I have never 

subscribed to the 
news- paper. 
I can’t bear it. 
These ways 
of knowing 
are hard on 
m y  s p i r i t ; 

they capture energy in a subtly addic-
tive way. Though I may not use the 
most popular media, I keep well 
informed about our world and how 
it is turning. I need to know what the 
suffering is in our world but I don’t 
need to see every individual tragedy 
in living color. I watch the unfolding 
of the whole and find the patterns of 
greed and fear. I rejoice in the victories 
of love and simple kindness.

Knowing what is my work today 
and what is not is a profound gift. I 
can remember times in my life when 
I was lost and did not know what I 
should do. There are times when the 
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Knowing seems too much to bear or 
where my limitations feel overwhelm-
ing. I remind myself that there are 
Quakers and others who have walked 
this road of Knowing all their lives. 
They have walked it in beauty and in 
sadness, whatever was theirs to bear. 
I want with all my heart to walk with 
these friends, so I lift up and go on.

Christine O’Brien is a member of St. 
Petersburg (FL) Meeting.

God’s Gift of
Sensitivity

Trish Ayres

I have been fortunate to have the 
marvelous role model of my mother 

who has often been told she is “too 
sensitive.” I believe our sensitivity is 
a gift from God.

My mother’s absolute faith in 
God has been a life-giving lesson 
for me. Through hardship and 
tough decisions she went to God. 
She prayed the hard prayers as she 
watched her husband, son, and me, her 
daughter, cling to life. Each time she 
insisted to the doctors that they were 
wrong and that we would survive. She 
was right.

I also have seen my mother with 
friends and relatives at the end of their 
lives. She was aware of where they 
were in the process and sensitive to 
their needs. She was a blessing as they 
passed to the next world. She didn’t 
make them feel a failure or beg them 
to fight when their time on earth was 
coming to an end. She prayed with 
them and loved them. All the while 
she was sensitive and allowed herself 
to feel the deep pain as she watched 
the passing of a mother, brother or 
dear friend.

I have seen my mother celebrate 
the opening of a rose, the chirping of a 
bird, or the refreshing cool air cascad-
ing across her face. I have seen her led 
by her faith. I have seen her have a big 
life while on this earth.

The more sensitive an indi-vidual 
becomes, the more exposed and vul-
nerable she or he also becomes. How 
does a person who strives to live in the 
moment and become truly aware deal 
with the barrage of negativism in the 
world that surrounds us?

I feel prayerful living is the answer. 
I find myself in almost constant con-
versation with God. I realize that being 
sensitive is a gift from God, yet not 
always an easy one to live with. It is 
difficult to feel the pain of others deep 
inside ourselves. It is difficult to know 
where the boundaries are when feel-

ings are so strong. It is difficult to have 
strangers approach you and  openly 
expose their pain. It is difficult to walk 
in a world filled with pain and anger 
and allow the typical coping mecha-
nism of distancing to be overridden 
by deep soulful caring. My mother’s 
faith in God has given her the strength 
to be sensitive to the world about her, 
no matter how difficult it may seem. I 
have also found that prayer is impor-
tant for remaining sane.

To all those who have tried to 
transform the caring gift of sensitivity 
to a negative thing, I pray they will 
discover the joy of being what they 
may be most afraid of, sensitive. I hope 
they will feel the joys of living oil this 

Prayerful living is the answer to the 
barrage of negativism.

earth with heart and soul wide open. I 
shall accept the statement “you’re just 
too sensitive” as a supreme compli-
ment as I live each moment God has 
given to me.

Trish Ayers is a writer with special interest 
in playwriting She is also one of the 
workshop facilitators at WaysMeet, a new 
alternative health care practice in Berea, 
Kentucky.

Sensitivity: Asset
or Problem?

Eileen Bagus
When I was growing up, my sensi-

tivity was considered more of a defect 
than an asset by my family. I cried 
easily and felt emotions to the core of 
my being. If my parents were fighting 
or angry with me, I would run to my 
bedroom and hide behind the door. It 

was difficult for me to deal with the 
rough and tumble side of school 
mates. My mother would throw up 
her hands and call me empfindlich, 
a German word that means roughly 

“overly sensitive, lacking a thick 
enough skin to cope with life.”

Pets and plants were my friends, 
the gentle companions that helped 
me survive childhood. My sister and 
I dressed our toy fox terrier, Frisky, 
in doll clothes and carried her around 
in a small clothes basket. We had 
an aquarium on the kitchen counter 
filled with assorted fish. I liked to put 
my finger in the water and stroke the 
sides of the black mollys as they came 
to the surface to feed. Over the years 
assorted parakeets and canaries made 
their homes at our house. My favorite 
was an old white canary called Betty 
given to us by my godmother. I loved 
to hold her on my finger, talk to her 
and pet her on her back. She trusted 
me to put her on her back in the palm 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
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of my hand and give her little sips 
of water from a tiny children’s play 
spoon. If someone had called me a tree 
hugger then, I would have considered 
it an accurate compliment.

As I grew older, I began to learn 
some skills for managing my sensitiv-
ity. In college it was often possible to 

choose those with whom I 
spent my time, and I began 
actually liking people and 

being able to open my tender self 
to some deep human relationships. 
Profound sensitivity allows one to 
open one’s heart and mind to another 
with few barriers and, if circumstances 
provide enough protection, touch 
souls. It has the potential to make rela-
tionships divine or deeply wounding. 
I have had both and am still learning 
how to sort my human encounters so 
that I am not completely open an the 
time.

It’s hard for a highly sensitive 
person to survive happily without some 
training. A number of avenues have 
provided me with awareness and skills 
for self-management. Because I love 
the natural world so much, I majored 
in biology and mirrored in chemistry. A 
scientific background allows me to both 
immerse myself in an experience and at 
the same time partially stand back and 
observe it with as much objectivity as 
I can muster at the time. (This works 
better for some things than others: good 
for questioning the para-normal events 
which sensitive people are prone to 
experience, seldom useful in love rela-
tionships where I am usually as fully 
present as I am able to be.)

Observing an experience, or what 
Buddhists would call “playing the 
Witness,” takes some of the edge off 
total involvement in the world for a 
person with highly receptive sensors, 
reducing the pain of continuous over

Many sensitive people 
suffer from confusion about 
what source is producing a stim-
ulus. You might, for example, at 
times hear a voice at a distance 
as clearly as someone talking 
beside you. Such an experience 
can challenge your sense of real-
ity and make you, or others to 
whom you describe it, think you 
are going crazy, a schizophrenic 
hearing voices. You might find 
it difficult to be in social situa-
tions, as I did in my childhood, 
because they provide too much 
input. Worst of an, you may 
become seriously ill because 
your body cannot process and 
integrate the great variety of 
Stimuli that is coming in to you.

One of my best teachers 
of how to transform sensitivity 
from a liability to an asset is a 
highly sensitive

woman who developed crip-
pling arthritis when she was in 
her thirties. As she learned to 
accept, understand, refine and 
control her great range of stimu-
lus inputs, her body gradually 
healed. She is now a nationally 
known intuitive counselor.

Following are some of her 
suggestions to me.

 1. Do not subject yourself 
to too much negative news in 
newspapers or television. The 
reason is that you may absorb 
the news far more deeply than an 
average person, possibly feeling 
the pain of others as if it were 
your own. I had to stop working 
as a therapist because I could 
not separate myself sufficiently 
from the pain of my clients and 
became overwhelmed by the 
cumulative effect.

Joy
Carmen S. Bruce

Yesterday I sat on my leisure chair, 
my afternoon resting place
Mystery came to visit.
A lightning bug beyond midday 
lifted herself, then dropped, came 
closer, then stopped.
I marveled at my little friend. Why 
did she rise before day’s end? 
Curious was I about the Light 
within the firefly.
I sat with Curiosity.
My little friend came close to me. 
Curious too about my Light
was she.
Another sister I beheld.
A soft and precious bumble bee. 
She seemed to wait, to watch, to 
notice me.
I stood with awe and saw this gift, 
so small, so free,
climb higher, closer still,
in silence and in reverie,
watching me with a familiar 
Curiosity.
At peace, in time, she turned 
and seemed to say, “good bye.” 
Happier then was she.
Happier still am I.
I’ve always known great Joy when 
meeting lightning bug or bumble 
bee.
But now I see the Joy
belongs to them as well as me.
Carmen Bruce is a member of 
Providence (PA) Meeting.

2. Guard your choices of movies and read-
ing matter, as you may find yourself blending 
into  the  story.    If you do blend, your body
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will feel almost as much as if you 
were undergoing the same events. 
This can be very wearing. Once, as 
I watched the movie A Star Is Born, 
I felt myself dying along with one of 
the characters. You don’t need to die 
on a regular basis!

3. Nourish yourself with pos-
itive surroundings and people. 
They will strengthen your total 
mind-body-emotions-spirit.

4. Laugh often.
5. Spend time in nature or 

with pets. The unconditional love 
of a pet helps love to resonate in 
you and keeps you in balance.

6. Meditate. It helps a sensitive 
person in many ways. Initially it clears 
the mind of most thoughts and thereby 
soothes raw nerves. At an intermedi-
ate level it helps to prioritize thoughts 
and may aid in discriminating between 
ordinary and paranormal infor¬mation, 
or in sifting major/ critical/creative 
ideas from a buzz of thinking. At its 
deepest level, it removes all thought 
and allows the person to reside in a 
state of open, pregnant awareness—
the healing peace of God. In medita-
tion the sensitive person may receive 
guidance that allows her to act in a 
very precise way with minimal wear 
and tear on her vulnerable system. I 
practice Transcendental Meditation.

These suggestions may sound like 
escapism, but they are not. They can 
keep the sensitive person balanced 
and functioning—the best way she 
can be happy and of benefit to others. 
As I grow healthier, I can make more 
productive use of my intuition.

Eileen Bagus is a Friend, wife, and 
mother. Retired from teaching philosophy, 
practicing social work selling real estate 
and rehabbing houses, she now spends 
much of her firee time in Quaker ministry 
and playing with her dog, April. 

I have been a student of the mys-
tical path of the Kabbalah, which 
describes four worlds of ever deep-
ening cohesiveness and unity. I find 
knowledge of these four worlds useful 
in reflecting on when to open and close 
to painful or discordant experiences.

The first world is the world of 
Asiyah—the world of action and 
manifestation.

This is the ordinary world of daily 
life; we see bad things happening and 
we get overwhelmed or afraid. From 
the view of Asiyah, we need strategies 
to protect Ourselves and the ability to 
close down when it’s too much to bear.

The next deeper world is the 
world of Yetzirah. This is the world 
of formation. Here we explore our 
psychology and emo-tions. Here, even 
though there are painful events out in 
the world, our ability to be with our 
feelings leaves us with the experience 
of connectedness versus disconnec-
tedness. From this perspective we 
Could choose to open or close but not 
from a defensive or protective place.

In Briah, the world of creation, 
we start to experience a more  unified  
reality. What might be experienced 
as opposites in the Asiyatic world are 
experienced as being in very close 
relationship: light and dark, good 
and bad, life and  death. In this world 
we can stay open to the paradoxes of 
life and not shatter or run away. This 
world could be described as a state of 
dynamic compassion and presence.

The fourth and deepest world, 
Atzilut, is the world of emanation. It 
is the world of total union, therefore 
there is no “you” separate from God. 
In this world the problem or question 
doesn’t exist!

I have experienced the process of 
dropping deeper through the various 

worlds as I have dealt with the 
question of opening and closing 
to others around me. On one occa-
sion I had come home from a two 
week meditation retreat. I was very 

sensitized to the world around Me. 
I couldn’t be in stores or near loud 
noises. I felt judgmental of my friends, 
who were doing “non-spiritual” things. 
I felt as if I had no boundaries. My the 
viewpoint of Asiyah was to retreat to 
my “cave” and be solitary. It took me 
a month to gradually feel more accli-
mated to the world.

As I integrated my meditation 
experiences, a lot of personal process 
came up. I cried, and went deeply into 
some of my old psychological issues. 
I felt out of sorts, and even had a fight 
with a friend. I felt judgmental and 
mean, not the least bit spiritual. My 
meditative bliss had disappeared! 
During the fight with my friend, I 
received some feedback about my 
shortcomings that I knew to be true. 
This led me to do emotional work in 
Yetzirah.

Interestingly, both of us felt more 
open and closer after the fight. We had 
compassion for each other which is 
the start of the work of Briah. In Briah 
we witness our suffering, and the suf-
fering of others, with awareness and 
openness. Eventually I was in a much 
better place. I felt integrated and not 
as sensitized. As I was able to be with 

The Path of the Kabbalah
Dani Antman

Knowledge of the four worlds is useful in 
reflecting on when to open and close to 

painful experiences.



6 February 2004What Canst Thou Say? 41

my own pain, I could be with other 
people’s pain without judging them or 
wanting to change them. I could then 
be in relation-ship to the world in a 
new way. Brian is experienced when 
we can be open spiritually, emotionally 
and physically without shattering or 
running away.

To be open and present to the 
world, we need to do the personal work 
necessary to break the hold on our own 
separateness. We need to pay attention 
to the areas of life that we most want 
to withdraw from. As a person enters 
more deeply into an four worlds of the 
Kabbalah, the world of spirit and the 
world of matter can come to be expe-
rienced as being the same and one can 
come and go in peace.

 

Dani Antman is a graduate of A Society of 
Souls: A Training in Integrated Kabbalistic 
Healing. She does long distance and in-
person spiritual counseling and healing 
from her home in Lambertville, NJ.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

Making Sense
of Sensitivity

Linda Ruthen
I have been blessed with the amaz-

ing gift of sensitivity as far back as I 
can remember. My mother’s mantra to 
me repeats over and over in my brain, 
“You’re way too sensitive” or “Don’t 
take things so personally.” In my high 
school yearbook, my British Literature 
teacher wrote, “Life is a comedy, not 
a tragedy.” In other words: lighten up.

This assessment still follows me 
wherever I go, whatever worlds I 
enter. At work, bosses and colleagues 
tell me not to personalize everything. 
Neighbors, friends, and significant 
others remind me of my amazing abil-
ity to home in on what many fail to see 
and prefer to deny. Rarely are these 
reminders friendly.

As a child, I don’t think I truly 
grasped what the criticism was about. 
As I entered my teens, I covered up 
some of my heightened perceptions 
with drugs and alcohol. During this 
period, I started to remember my 
dreams with regularity and some 
appeared to be precognitive. I became 
aware of strange coincidences and 
believed I was possibly capable of 
telepathy. My introduction into the 
world of psychic ability left me scared 
and somewhat overwhelmed. I wasn’t 
certain if what I was experiencing was 
chemically induced or some¬thing 
natural. All I knew was that I wanted 
the experiences to end.

I closed down for a few years, 
stopped doing drugs, and moved 
on. When my spiritual journey re-
emerged, however, I gradually started 
to reopen. My intuition heightened, 
patterns in dream-life emerged, and I 
could often anticipate what someone 
was thinking or feeling.

Currently I find myself rela-tively 
acclimated to my heightened sensitiv-
ity. I have become more accepting of 
these gifts that Spirit has bestowed 
upon me. I do not mistake it for 
enlightenment. Perhaps it could better 
be described as periodic glimpses into 
a world without filters. This filter-
less state has both its benefits and its 
liabilities. I can certainly appreciate the 
wonders of heightened sensations on 
this material plane of ours. I am quite 
visual and this ability to recognize 

beauty and vibrancy in visual stimuli 
can be intoxicatingly magical. I am 
never quite sure if others can see how 
I see, but I guess not since when I 
remark about the bounty of visual won-
ders, few people seem to respond as I 
do. This sensitivity fuels my creative 
abilities, which is a glorious thing. I 
am equally sen-sitive to music, food, 
and, recently. smell.

It is not only beauty I exper-ience; 
the sensitivity is equally intense on 
the other side. For me, the sounds of 
improvisational jazz are celestial, and 
the sounds of coworkers chatting an 
day are excruciatingly cruel. Seurat 
and O’Keefe are divine, fluorescent 
lights and crowds of strangers cause 
migraines.

I deeply and profoundly feel 
my emotional energies and those of 
everyone around me. Arguments and 
misunderstandings are acutely painful. 
On the other hand, personal exchanges 
of a positive nature can be blissfully 
loving. As a therapist, I find that this 
awareness makes tuning into the lives 
of my clients a very valuable asset. 
Sometimes it appears that the connec-
tion is psychic, other times it is less 
thought based and more

feeling oriented. For better or 
worse, this perceived ability to know 
people way too well can impinge on 
relationships and make it difficult for 
people to trust me. Most of us don’t 
want to be read that easily.

So how do I cope with the extra 
distractions? I definitely need a lot of 
quiet time for reflection and solitude. 
Walking in nature, meditation, prayer 
and journaling an are strategies that I 
use to get my center back. I also exer-
cise, listen to soothing music, seek 
out art in its many forms, or partake 
of a delicious meal. I struggle when I  
am in environments that are tense or 
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loud where I have little control. There 
always is a bathroom somewhere, 
thankfully, where I can find sanctuary 
when needed.

My spirituality is a very important 
part of my life and often is where I 
receive the most comfort. My uncanny 
ability to sense the oneness in every-
thing is a pathway to accessing the 
Divine. I continually strive to find 
a balance between detachment and 
receptivity as I use my sensitivity to 
help me negotiate my journey.

Linda Ruthen is a seeker who maintains 
a therapy and astrology practice in 
Philadelphia, PA. She attends Chestnut 
Hill Monthly Meeting.

Chorus:
When we’re forced to change 

forced to face the pain 
 and learn what it has to 
 teach us.

When our lives are turned 
 and our souls are burned 
 and the Spirit tries to 

reach us.

We best heed the call it’ll 
soften our fall as truth and 
love counsel and heal us.

For the gift of God is given, 
as our hearts are driven

 the Spirit’s Power within us.

Verse 1:
Humility, a great teacher 
Humility, an inner preacher
Sadness and grief
Where do we find relief....

Verse 2
Confusion and shock
Understanding’s door to unlock 
Compassion and empathy, 
To realize our common
    humanity.

The first two lines and melody 
appeared to me during a personal 
worship and meditation about a 
month after 9/11. 0f course when 
major change and pain are goin’ 
down it’s usually overwhelming 
and nearly all-consuming, but later 
the insight, deeper understanding, 
and spiritual   growth can be major 
gifts of grace. And, hopefully, with 
a maturing of faith, crisis times can 
be handled with greater Presence, 
in faith, hope and love.
Michael Klinger is a member of Harrisburg 
(PA) Monthly Meeting and works in daily 
life as a postman. He is a singer and 
songwriter.

Song
Michael Klinger

Open
and Tender

Jennifer Elam
Glimpses of my reflections:

Quiet creative time. Morning is 
my most precious time and it is the 
time when I am most sensitive. For 
me, it is the time I find Communion 
with the Divine to come most easily. I 
pray, walk and write. A day starts well 
when I can begin it that way. When I 
am doing a major writing project, my 
most valuable hours are from 3 - 6 a.m. 
There is less “noise” to keep me from 
listening and hearing Spirit.

If I am in a situation that requires 
that I hear the radio, or worse a televi-
sion, at that time, it feels like an assault 
on my spirit, my soul, and my body. 
My body becomes stressed, my skin 
feels like my blood is not flowing right, 
and my head feels like it will explode. 
The sounds feel like daggers. I try to 
assure that my mornings are quiet.

Diversity. Much boils down to 
comfort with differences. When I expe-
rience people or energies that are not 
familiar to me, what is my response? 
Does the difference push me beyond 
my limits for coping? What do I do 
when that happens? How do I prevent 
that from happening?

We all have differences in how 
much we are willing or able to stretch. 
We have different understandings of 
whether and when it is a good thing 
to be open.

Some of us have more layers 
of skin around our hearts and souls. 
Some are called “thick-skinned” and 
some are called “thin-skinned.” As 
an observation, this may be accurate. 
Unfortunately, in this culture, thick-
skinned is seen as good and thin-
skinned is bad.

A friend once told me that her 
sensitive place felt like a bird egg out 
in the woods without a shell, easily 
scrambled. She was diagnosed with 
schizophrenia and later with cancer. 
Interestingly, she was relieved when 
she got cancer because for the first 
time in her life, her pain was validated 
by others and seen as real. The pain 
caused by her lack of skin for protec-
tion of her heart and soul was not 
validated as real in this culture.

Another friend, not diagnosed as 
having a disorder, described becom-
ing open in a time of great grief. As 
she listened to the music of her friend 
playing the violin, she became the 
music. Her energy fused with that of 
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the music and what she heard was that 
that is what happens when our physical 
bodies die. We become one with Spirit. 
When we become open, I believe we 
can become open to the mystical ways 
of knowing.

How we frame our sensitivities, 
the words used for them, whether they 
are considered a gift or pathology, how 
they are integrated, how we are sup-
ported (or not) by others—these are 
the most important factors in whether 
or not we get overwhelmed.

Sens i t ive  young  ch i ld ren . 
Presently I work as a psychologist in 
an early intervention program with 
three- and four-year-olds. One of the 
most common complaints that parents 
have about their children is that they 
are just too sensitive. They are sensi-
tive to loud noises, to the texture of 
their clothes on their skin, to the tags 
on their clothes, to foods, to colors, to 
textures, to violence, and the list goes 
on. They are often called “out of sync” 
children. To me that means the child 
does not conform to the agenda of 
the parents, the school, the culture, or 
some other agenda that they are being 

asked to conform to, 
and can’t. I have to ask, 
“What is your child `in 
sync’ with? Might this 
child be in sync with 
Spirit in a way that does 
not allow them to con-
form to the ‘noises’ of 
our world? Might that 
be an OK thing? Does 
that have to be seen as 
a disorder?”

As I visit many pre-
schools, I see no time 
given to reflection; keep 
‘em busy. I see behavior 
managed with rewards 

and punishments with little teaching of 
principles like “do unto others as you 
would have them do unto you.” The 
message to children in schools is that 
they must fit in. Becoming who they 
are is not a priority in most classrooms. 
To fit in, often one must cut off from 
the truest self.

When we focus on fitting in and 
pathologize differences and sensi-
tivities, are we not denying our culture 
access to its visionary material? What 
will the world be like when we can an 
successfully conform to middle-class 
values, culture, materialism, and the 
current expectations that go along with 
our narrow definitions of “normal”? An 
Iraqi man was heard to say he felt sorry 
for Americans who had no greater 
imagination for problem-solving than 
to bomb the people of Afghanistan and 
Iraq. The implications are enormous 
for a Culture that pathologizes its most 
sensitive people rather than seeing and 
using their gifts.

I have pondered, enjoyed, and 
struggled with the gift/pain paradox of 
sensitivities for most of my life. And 
just today I had a meeting with par-
ents about their “too sensitive” child. 

Pathologies are being created by our 
ever-narrowing definition of normal 
and our need to make young ones fit in. 
This world is not kind to people who 
are open and tender; yet, sensitivity 
and listening are requirements of a life 
lived with Spirit. They are much more 
than personality variables!

Jennifer Elam is a member of Berea (KY) 
Meeting now living in Philadelphia, PA. 
She looks forward to dialoguing more with 
readers of WCTS?

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

The Price of
Professionalism

Steve Gross
I recently began attending Quaker 

meeting. On two occasions I have 
been astounded at what has happened 
during meeting as I opened myself to 
the people around me. I noticed expe-
rientially for the first time the connec-
tion between that which is universal 
within me and the universal in others. 
That moment seems to be transforming 
something deep inside. Now, it seems 
to be changing how I view my work 
which I have always loved and found 
very fulfilling.

In my work as a public defender, 
I have chosen professsionalism over 
openness, partly for self-defense and 
self-preservation—to avoid becoming 
burned out and dragged down by the 
pain, despair, anger and hatred that is 
so apparent in my clients. I also feel 
it is in my clients’ best interest in the 
long run that I be objective in order to 
evaluate their stories and defenses and 
the case against them as a juror might, 
without having formed a personal 
connection with them. By making this 

Tell Us Your Stories!
What Canst Thou Say is a worship-sharing 
group in print. Its richness comes from the 
generous sharing of readers with one another. 
Articles of 350 to 1500 words can be submitted 
by e-mail to m-gilpin @uiuc.edu. If you cannot 
send by e-mail please send a disk in Microsoft 
Word or generic text format or your paper copy 
to WCTS, 818 W Columbia, Champaign, IL 
61820.
With joyous expectation we look forward to 
receiving your contribution to our worship-
sharing group in print. —The Editorial Team of 
WCTS: Kathy Tapp, Patricia McBee, Mariellen 
Gilpin, Eleanor Warnock, Judy Lumb.
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choice I deny them experiences that 
might make the time they spend await-
ing trial easier to endure, might even 
benefit them beyond the trial. But I am 
first and foremost their legal advisor, 
and so, though I see a client as pitiful or 
acknowledge how deprived or abused 
he or she has been or how limited he is, 
I have dissociated, remained detached. 
What price have I paid for this profess-
sionalism? What effect has closing my 
self to connection, refusing to feel the 
universal that is part of him and me, 
had on my well-being, my humanity, 
my spirituality?

Recently, I was forced to re-
examine the choice I have made. I 
was visiting Marilyn in county prison 
where she was awaiting trial for stab-
bing to death her live-in boyfriend. 
This was the culmination of a ten-
year relation¬ship marked by many 
arguments and physical fights, most 
of which occurred when they were 
both drunk. Marilyn is a woman in 
her mid-forties, an alcoholic for thirty 
years, who reads at a third grade level 
and hasn’t had a job in years. Her two 
sons are constantly in and out of jail. 
Her world is depressingly small. S h e 
cooked, ate, watched tele-
vision, and entertained company in 
her bedroom. Her chief reason for leav-
ing the house was to go drinking at the 
local speakeasy. She once described a 
particular speakeasy as being far away, 
out of the neighborhood. Further ques-
tioning revealed it to be a mere three 
blocks from her house.

On this particular visit I had 
Marilyn describe her relationship with 
her deceased boyfriend so I Could 
decide what. facts I wanted to elicit at 
trial. She told me that she loved him, 
still loves him, and she thinks he loved 
her. Then she

stopped and stared off into space 
and said, “If it wasn’t for the alcohol, 
we could have made it.” She rocked 
her body and nodded her head and said, 
“Yes, I think we could have made it.”

I felt an immediate connection 
directly from her heart to mine—the 
universal in her to the universal in 
me. The feeling was brief but power-
ful and unforgettable. I know that this 
connection is always there, always 
available. What have I missed by not 
allowing myself to be aware of it, to 
live it? Can I do my job in a different 
way? How will my work be different if 
I allow myself to connect with my cli-
ents? How might the universal energy 
work with my opening up? How will 
I manage the pain?

Steve Gross has worked as a public 
defender for twenty-four years with the 
last ten in the homicide unit.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

Centered
and Open

Karen Trueheart
Sarah slips into her usual place 

at the Call Center. Switching on her 
computer, she adjusts the headset con-
necting her to the telephone system. 
Settling into her chair, she closes her 
eyes and shifts her attention inward, 
just as she’d been taught. Sarah is one 
of my students in the Spiritual Issues: 
Theory and Practice Class at the 
California Institute of Integral Studies. 
She is starting the Tuesday shift that 
will give her the hours she needs for 
the practicum part of the course.

About 1500 people from an over 
the world call the center each year. 

Their needs vary, but each of them is 
hoping for an understanding listener 
with a loving heart. To be that person 
takes practice. Some callers have lost 
faith in their religious traditions, others 
are experiencing unexpected spiritual 
openings, others are having difficulties 
adjusting after a retreat or painful loss. 
They could have just been diagnosed 
with a life threatening illness or be 
experiencing the aftershocks of a 
natural or man-made disaster. In almost 
every case some incident in their outer 
lives has shaken them to the core and 
opened them to Spirit in ways that are 
upsetting, disruptive and sometimes 
debilitating.

The task of our students is to listen, 
assess their needs and give support. 
Because mainstream mental health 
education trains s professionals to 
view spiritual issues and experience 
as possible signs of mental Illness, and 
callers’ families may be frightened by 
puzzling changes in their loved ones, 
the caller may be feeling extremely 
isolated and misunderstood. In fact, 
Sarah could be the caller’s first con-
tact with a person who is trained to 
understand the situation and see the 
transformative potential in the caller’s 
distress. The experience for Sarah can 
be intense and demanding. Her medita-
tion reminds her to ground herself in 
her own spiritual center so she can be 
fully present with the caller.

With her eyes closed she spends a 
few minutes letting go of the demands 
of the outside world and allowing her 
mind to relax. First she lets her atten-
tion roam freely. She watches thoughts 
flow by—paying special attention to 
the space between her thoughts, the 
experience of Spirit that is there before, 
during and after each thought, feeling 
and sensation. She feels a growing 
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sense of calm within. She relaxes into 
it. She hears herself voicing her deep 
sense of gratitude. “What a blessing 
to know Spirit is my own true home 
no matter what I am doing or where 
I roam.”

Sarah notices and says hello to the 
stiff neck that has been bothering her 
the last few days. She feels a slight 
twinge of hunger. Can you wait? Yes, 
responds her inner knowing. As she 
focuses on her skin, she feels cool. 
Her shawl will take care of that. Within 
herself she notices the vibration of 
energy and move-
ment of heat 
in checking 
the needs of 
her subtle 
energy body.

Was the 
hectic, crowded commute, followed 
by class and a few errands too stimu-
lating? Maybe. Ever since the begin-
Wing of her own spiritual awakening 
after the sudden loss of her husband, 
she has had to totally relearn how to 
live her life. She remembers how her 
decision to leave the intense, brightly 
lit environment of her Silicon Valley 
engineering job has been guided by 
Spirit. But she is still learning—the 
best kinds of foods to eat, the most 
useful kinds of restorative stretches, 
how to say no to activities that might 
be overstimulating or draining. As she 
heard the Dalai Lama say, “Spiritual 
life is easier in a monastery.” Her 
choice to live in the world is an ongo-
ing challenge but one that gives her the 
blessing of service to others.

Sarah now becomes increasingly 
deliberate and purposeful in moving 
her inner attention from thoughts, to 

emotions, to sensations, taking stock of 
her inner life. She moves her attention 
to the constant experience of fullness 
and peace that is there before, during 
and after each inner event. Like a 
mother cradling a child in her arms, 
the Divine holds us. Through inner 
practice Sarah has developed a con-
scious relationship with Spirit. She 
has developed a stable inner witness, 
a capacity to truly live in her spiritual 
home, and to work and relate to the 
world from this experience of comfort 
and security.

A t  l a s t  s h e 
focuses on the 

r h y t h m i c , 
in-out of her 
breathing and 
notices how 
this practice 

of centering herself in Spirit helps her 
feel more fully present and ready to 
respond to whatever the caller’s needs 
may be. She prays for Spirit’s help, 
then clicks on the “active calls” and 
scans the list. She is ready. As she is 
about to pull up the information on a 
caller from Santa Fe, the phone rings.

“Center for Psychological and 
Spiritual Health.” Sarah’s shift has 
begun.

Karen Trueheart M.A. is a spiritual 
counselor, adjunct faculty at CHS and 
the Former director of the Center for 
Psychological and Spiritual Health 
(CPSH), formerly the Spiritual Emergence 
Network. Unable to meet expenses, 
CPSH closed its information, referral 
and counseling services in September 
2003. There continues to be a need for 
these services and efforts are being made 
to find a way to reopen. Your ideas and 
suggestions are welcome. ket14534@
aol.com.

Spirit is my own true home no matter 
what I am doing or where I roam

A Grounded
Sensitivity

Shirley Lane
I have trod the path of the sensitive 

spirit from childhood and in 1995 it led 
me to the flood of spiritual emergence 
that comes through a major transper-
sonal awakening. For eight years now 
I have had to negotiate the middle path 
in order to function sensibly and safely 
in the world.

I liken the fuller emergence of the 
Spirit in the body to a birth. We would 
not expect a newborn babe to withstand 
the temperature of a hot bath, or rough 
textures – we carefully cool the water, 
test it and wrap the infant in soft, warm 
coverings. We acknowledge the vul-
nerability and protect it until the baby 
grows strong enough to withstand the 
harsher aspects of our environment. 
The sensitive Spirit has need of the 
same care and respect.

Those who are sensitive need to be 
more aware of the interchange of ener-
gies happening at subtle levels with 
everyone they meet and every space 
they enter. I consider the company I 
keep and the places I visit with care. 
I know that every negative energy 
pattern that I expose myself to will 
impinge upon my sensitivity if it is left 
undefended. Exposing the vulnerable 
spirit to noise, crowds and insensitive 
company is like leaving a defenseless 
child in a harsh environment or with 
a caregiver lacking compassion. I 
try to make my choices in conscious 
understanding of the level of protec-
tion I need. However, if I unexpectedly 
find myself in difficult waters because 
of my sensitivity, I welcome it as an 
opportunity. 
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When I feel overwhelmed by 
others or environmental factors, I thank 
God for bringing my attention back to 
the physical, for I must surely have 
forgotten its importance. I am probably 
overtired, overstretched or undernour-
ished. When sensitivity gives rise to 
discomfort, I shift my emphasis to the 
nurture of the body in which I must 
be grounded. We are expressing in a 
physical world, and the body should 
be honored as the temple of the soul. 
Healthy eating, exercise and rest—all 
need to be attended to fastidiously. I 
seek the help of others to bring balm to 
the physical through massage, cranio-
sacral work, reflexology and healing. 
However, care should be taken when 
choosing a suitable therapist. Being 
prayerful gave me direction.

When the needs of my physical 
body are suitably tended I can allow 
my heart and soul to be opened to Spirit 
and still function well in the world. I 
am able to place violence and pain into 
a larger context that allows forgiveness 
of those who do not know who they 
are, to witness for them and ask that the 
light and love of God touch their lives. 
I learn to take responsibility for my 
body, to honor it equally with my heart 
and soul, and so respect an aspects of 
myself as necessary for encouraging 
the outflow of Spirit from the formless 
into form.

Shirley Lane is an English grandmother 
whose writing arises from her own spiritual 
journey. A compassionate Quaker walking 
the same path introduced her to What 
Canst Thou Say? 0 Shirley Lane (2003)

Review
Dancing with God Through the 
Storm: Mysticism and Mental Illness 
by Jennifer Elam. Way Opens Press, 
114 W. Durham Street, Philadelphia, 
PA 19119, 2002, 189 pages.

Interweaving science, intui¬tion, 
and art, Jennifer Elam offers guid-
ance, good sense, and the skilled 
analysis of a professional psychologist. 
As Cadbury Scholar at Pendle Hill, 
Jennifer interviewed almost one hun-
dred people whose stories she shares 
along with her own.

Exploring differences and similari-
ties between mental illness and mysti-
cism, Elam finds over-lapping circles 
replacing the clear line she expected. 
Fifteen mystics gave fifteen definitions 
of mysticism, yet there was strong 
agreement that labeling visions and 
voices   as crazy causes more problems 
than it solves.

Transcendent experiences often 
emerge through following an inner path. 
Spouses, children, friends, Friends, or 
employers may sense changes, raise 
questions, make demands, or express 
doubts and fear. Negative responses 
can lead to isolation; however; with 
the support and reassurance of others 
a healing outcome is probable. Stormy 
spiritual awakening is often followed 
by integration. on. The process is not 
linear or predictable and is most fruit-
fully viewed in the broad context of a 
person’s life.

Elam discusses the work of modern 
psychologists, classical mystics, and 
religious traditions as she explores 
mysticism with academic rigor and 
compassionate understanding. Her 
spirit-filled paintings add a valuable 
dimension.

Watch for a copy of Dancing With 
God Through the Storm which has 
been sent to meeting libraries.

Reviewed by
Linda Caldwell Lee
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November 2004
Darkness
Editor: Judy Lumb 
Darkness descends in every life, 
whether through outward chaos (war, 
abuse, treachery) or inward (depression, 
unresolved anger, grief). Sometimes 
darkness comes when the evil of this 
world seems overwhelming. Darkness 
is also the sweet respite in which we 
rest, in which we find growth, whole-
ness and solace. The “dark night of the 
soul” can be a formative step on the 
contemplative journey. Tell us your 
experiences of darkness, of God’s 
presence in the darkest night, and of 
the new things that grew in you in the 
dark time.

Deadline: August 15, 2004

May 2004 
Guidance
Editor: Kathy Tapp 
Guidance may be given in 
response to a quandary spoken 
or unspoken, conscious or 
unconscious. It may come when 
we haven’t invited it. It may come 
as an inner knowing, through 
the words of a friend, through 
synchronistic events, through 
dreams, or through other nudges 
that help us know we are being 
led. WCTS invites you to explore 
moments of guidance in your life. 
What has been helpful to you in 
seeking guidance, recognizing 
guidance and discerning its truth?

Deadline: February 15, 2004

August 2004
Precognition
Editor: Mariellen Gilpin
Foreknowledge may come visual-
ly, in a feeling or a voice or an inner 
knowing. We may feel helpless 
to stop a calamity, we may be 
anchored in deep prayer, or we 
may simply have more time to 
think how to respond in the event. 
What has been your experience 
of knowing in advance? How did 
it work out in the end? What has 
seemed to be the purpose for the 
foreknowing? What seems to help 
bring about precognition? Do you 
want precognition again? How has 
precognition changed you? 

Deadline: May 15, 2004 

Open and 
Tender


