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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Our Mystical Experiences in Childhood

“Our birth is but a sleep and a forgetting:

    The Soul that rises with us, our life Star,

                   Hath had elsewhere its setting,

                           And cometh from afar.

                    ...trailing Clouds of Glory do we come

                          From God who is our Home.”   

                      William Wordsworth. 

“Ode: Intimations of Immortality”

This issue of What Canst Thou Say is concerned with the spiritual experiences of children.  Perhaps some children do not have so deep a forgetting, are more aware that they come “trailing clouds of Glory.”  These sensitively attuned children come from all religious backgrounds.  Black Elk had a vision of the sacred hoop of his people when he was nine.  He did not speak of it until he was seventeen.  There are many accounts of children’s visions of Mary at Lourdes, Fatima, and more recently, Medjugorje. John Woolman wrote in his journal how at the age of nine he was affected by a mystical dream of the moon turning into a beautiful green tree, which then withered in the sun. He  then saw “a being, small of size, full of strength and resolution, moving swift from the north, southward, called a sun worm.” 

Our culture often discounts children, and as violent headlines mount, views them increasingly with hostility and fear.  This issue takes a moment to consider children’s spiritual ways of  knowing across space, time, culture from Evangeline Hoover Wright’s experiences as a child of Quaker pioneer parents in nineteenth century Kansas, to Buddhist monk Thich Nhat Hanh’s moment of oneness at a mountain well in Vietnam. As Cynthia Taylor reminds us in her article, “I have come to the conclusion that among the several ugly, awful things adults can do to children is to convince them out of our need for a predictable world that there is no such unseen energy or entity operating in the universe.  One of our most important jobs is to protect and nurture kids' spiritual imagination so that they will be able to find, hear, tap into God's wisdom and direction deep within their own energy.”

Editor:  Kathy Tapp
ENCOUNTER WITH SACRED BEINGS 

by Christine Gagne

This happened many, many years ago. It is as real to me today as it was in 1954.

My family lived in a small New England Cape Cod house in Massachusetts. The house with its surrounding fields and woods has always been one of my favorite places to remember. My sister and I shared a bedroom on the second floor; we looked out on rolling hills. My parents and four other siblings shared the house with us. 

One early morning when no one was up, I awoke and the room smelled different!  It was as if someone had permeated the room with a flower essence. Roses come to mind now, but then it had no identification, except it was the most wonderful smell I had ever experienced. The color in the room changed to a soft mauve but, again, a color I had never seen before. It was warm and cool at the same time and it wrapped around me as it filled the room. What happened next was so extraordinary, I was in complete rapture.

Three Beings came into the room. They seemed to float in through the windows. They were tall and thin and except that I identified them as grown-up, they had no age. I knew immediately that they were holy, and when they sat next to me on the bed, I realized they were Mary, Joseph and Jesus. They were beautiful and I felt so blessed by their presence that I got up out of bed and ran to tell my parents. Mom said, “How nice, you go back and be with them.” So I did. They were still there and started talking to me. Each one had a message for me. I don't remember the words, which were for all of me, not just the little five-year-old. I heard them in my heart and felt them there then and now. Each of them hugged me and held my hands. I remember feeling as if I were a part of them, like I belonged to them maybe even more than I belonged to my family. Finally, They were ready to leave.

I wanted to share this experience with my brothers and sisters, so They left me with a jar of candy. I can still see the jar and all the bright colored candy pieces inside. I put it on the little table next to my bed. Then the room filled with bright, beautiful confetti floating down from the ceiling. I was truly in awe, and They left as quietly and as spectacularly as They had arrived.

I stayed in my room enjoying the smell, color and confetti until the rest of the family woke up. I didn't touch the candy because Mom always said candy was for after meals. At breakfast I told everyone and then went back to get the jar of candy to share. It was gone! I was sure someone had taken it, then. But as I write this story I have a whole new insight.

Mary, Joseph and Jesus intended for me to share. All my growing up, I have been the family member who has been the most mystical and spiritual. I have been sharing these candy pieces right along.

I was raised in the Catholic religion, but this visit had no identification ,and I have known since then that all ways to the spiritual world are the right ways. Since childhood I can see into other dimensions and bring those realities into this one.  During my teen years we spent summers on the Massachusetts beaches; many times I had dreams both waking and sleeping of events that occurred in Massachusetts history.


Writing  this story has been a wonderful renewal of a feeling of awe and incredible blessings. 

Christine Gagne lives in the Upper Peninsula of Michigan.  As a child she lived in high energetic places that contributed to her early spiritual experience.  Her physical therapy degree opened doors for her to help others.  She has been studying and practicing hands-on healing techniques: craniosacral therapy, energy techniques and Awareness through Movement.
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A VISION REVEALS DIRECTION: from Linda Lee's  book Knocking of Heaven's Door - an interview with Lynn Waddington.

I sat through Quaker Meeting for Worship even as a toddler, so at an early age I had to learn the discipline of keeping still.  I'd follow the wood grain on the bench and study the repeating mandala-like pattern of the carpet in the meetinghouse.  It was a time for my own thoughts and nobody ever asked what those thoughts were.

My parents were very clear in their teaching that God was accessible and present in the still, small voice within.  They were homesteaders in the meadowlands of southern New Jersey.  Home was an old duck-hunting lodge and we lived in 19th Century style, using an outhouse and kerosene lanterns.  I spent hours alone; there were no other children my age and my siblings were much older and much younger.

In summer I would lie in a pocket of sand and bake in the sun as I heard gulls, insects and the click of sand falling grain by grain out from under my body. When there was squabbling in the home, I'd escape to wind, sand, water and feel their vastness. Sometimes I'd put my anger into a fistful of sand and fling it out across the water.  When I read The Feminine Face of God, I realized that the many times I felt one with nature as a child were mystical experiences of a mild sort.

By age twelve or thirteen I began to realize I was different, a difference I later recognized was lesbian.  That was very much of a dilemma in the mid-1950s.  I didn't know there were other people like me.  I lived in a back-country, conservative area.  It seemed there was not and never would be a place for me in the world.  As I looked at the rest of the people around me, what was being asked of me was so far from who I was that it would be a lie.  I thought that I was capable of putting on the costumes and enacting that kind of a person if I had to, but it grieved me very deeply in my soul to think that I'd have to do that.  And it wasn't all about being lesbian, it was also being Bohemian and artistic.  The farm wives I saw around me had nothing at all to do with my nature.

One time I was out in the front yard overlooking the river, thinking there was no place for me, wondering where to go and what to do and why I was on earth if I was such a misfit.  All at once I was filled, just filled, awash with a Presence and I trembled.  I felt fluids rolling down my face and down my sides.  It is very hard to describe, except it was awe-full.  This Presence felt tender toward me.  It cared, and held me.  Then I got a vision of a path and the path went from just in front of  my feet straight as an arrow all the way to the horizon, and I thought, "Oh, I don't have to find my path." I turned and the path was in front of me again and I thought, "I can't get off  my path."  Then it faded.  And I did not tell anyone about it.

I felt that God was present for me.  Before that I had thought of God as impersonal.  I had never asked God for specific things for specific people because I had not thought God would alter the course of events because someone asked.  But God did reach down and answer me in my agony.  God could hear one little child in the midst of this large world.

When I was younger I always felt small and insignificant.  When a hurricane or a storm comes, you realize you are like a gnat or a leaf on a tree and some of 

them get zapped.  There's an impersonality to that.  During one hurricane I was having a wonderful time leaning back against the wind and suddenly a limb the size of a small tree flew by inches from my head, jagged end first.  The branches knocked me down as it went by.  

So that experience told me I could live or die, God wouldn't care.  So when I had the vision that affirmed my path, it was a revelation to me that each of us can be individually heard.

Something in me relaxed after that first intense experience, and I thought maybe I ought to hold onto who I was and that there would be a place where I could live in the world.  I pondered and pondered about the experience.  Looking back now I can see, like most of us, how directly my path has brought me here.  But what a gift it was for me to have some reassurance then.

Lynn Waddington has been a professor of theater arts, has run a small art restoration business and is now making videos on spirit-centered and social action issues.  This selection is an excerpt from Linda Lee’s anthology  concerning mystical experiences, Knocking on Heaven’s Door.
FIRST MEMORY  

by David Blair

I was born in June 1949 in Princeton, New Jersey.  Sometime that fall a hurricane hit, and we lost power.  My parents told me that they lit a fire in the fireplace and cooked our meals there until the electricity was restored.

My first memory from this life:  I am lying in a dark room.  There is some light in one corner.  Dark shapes are hovering over me.  I feel very safe. I have always placed this memory at the time of the hurricane, and I have assumed that I was lying in a crib and that those dark shapes were my parents looking after me.

This year I revisited that memory and realized that I don't know who was hovering over me.  Were these my parents or guardian spirits?  I realize, too, that knowing who does not matter at all.  The jewel at the heart of this memory and the reason why it has stayed with me so long, asking to be revisited is the knowledge of being absolutely safe and taken care of.  It has taken me 50 years to remember what I knew at a few months old.  I return to the memory and say, "Oh, yes.  Of course.  I am and I always have been, totally loved and cared for."

David Blair lives in New Hampshire, where he teaches school and raises a family of two with his wife Linda.  Between 1985 and 1993, his family lived in China, the Philippines and Vietnam, where he and Linda represented AFSC.  The inner journey that followed these overseas jobs has taken him to even more amazing places.

An excerpt from EVANGELINE'S  MEMOIR

by Evangeline Hoover (Cook) Wright. 

By September 1877 after my 7th birthday, we were still on the Overman farm… One bright warm morning in September, I, with Momie and sisters, were picking our winter supply of beans when suddenly I felt cold chills run over my body. I said, "Momie, I am awful cold." Momie said, "Cold, why, child, this is a very warm morning." She looked up at me as she spoke and saw I was shaking. Momie said, "Lina, go inside and go to bed....”

As I entered the door, my teeth were chattering... I got a quart tin, stepped outside, put hen bane or hen pepper in it and poured hot water over it. I let it steep a few minutes, then poured off a cup of hot tea and drank it. I got a comforter, lay down by the hot stove. This was my last memory for five weeks....

Mother and sisters came in from their field labor to find a very sick girl. They did all they knew, but could not awaken me. They called Dr. Hess from Marion. He found I had a burning fever. Doctor made trips twice a day. Playmates would call. I knew nothing of it. Good neighbors came in to help care for me. I knew it not. My Aunt Sarah came every day to sit by my bed, and bathe my hot body, feet and hands. She put cold cloths on my head, but that fever kept right on for five weeks. Sometimes I fretted, cried, and sang songs I learned at Sunday School. Doctor, checking on me one morning said,  "Mrs. Cook, our little girl has lost so much strength I fear she will not go through with the change…”

Dr. Hess called very early next morning. I was lying very still. Looking me over, he said, "Well, my little girl's life hangs on a thread this morning between life and death. Father and Mother had lost two children about the same age between six and seven before I was born. They went to God in prayer. As Dr. Hess turned from my bed, wiping his eyes with his handkerchief, he said, "My poor little Lina, I have done all in my power." But could he have known the joy I was experiencing, he, too, would have felt the exaltation and joy climbing those glistening white stairs.

Oh, could I describe the wide steps without length  the glistening whiteness more beautiful than diamonds, as I ascended those steps. Each step I sat and rested, a white light overshadowed me, lighting my way until I came to the top step. I sat down and tarried there, beholding the beautiful scene around me. I heard sweet music. I looked up and I saw a beautiful sparkling gate, that of a jeweled stringed harp and yet it was a gate. Then I saw it stood ajar just a little. I raised to my feet to enter the gate when I saw an angel with the gate harp in her hand. Her face a shining light, she spake to me saying, "No, little one, not now. Father and Mother have pleaded with God. He has heard their pleading. Go back to Father and Mother. They want thee.” I gazed on her face. She smiled on me. I knew I loved her. She turned from me and the stringed harp gate closed. I turned and began to retreat my stairsteps the same way that I had ascended  one step at a time, resting at each step. Basking in that beautiful white light I now came to my last step. 

There grew a beautiful white waxen lily. Its beauty drew my attention. Remembering Momie loved flowers I reached and broke it from its stem. At the same time saying, "Here, Momie, I brought this to thee." 

I opened my eyes saying, "Where is it, Momie? It seemed so real.” Mother said, "What darling?" "The flower," I replied. Now I noticed Father and Mother were crying, holding each other in their arms back of Dr. Hess. I asked, "Momie, why are you crying?" Then I saw my Doctor crying. My eyes traveled to the foot of my bed. I saw George Overman and Mary his wife. Half way between the Doctor and the bed foot at middle of the bed stood my Aunt Sarah Overman and her daughter. On the right side of my bed my two brothers and sisters stood. 

Just this little effort made me very tired. I said, "Momie, I am tired. I want to go to sleep." My Doctor remained with me until I awoke from a three hours sleep, saying, "Momie, I am hungry. I want something to eat." Dr.Hess said, "Yes, my little girl can have some chicken broth to drink. That will do right now." "Momie, where am I?" Right here with mother and thy father." "Momie, why does thee cry?" "Momie is happy her little girl is better. She had been sick a long time and Momie is very happy to have her Lina getting well and back with us." 

"Momie, that is what the shining angel told me. 

Mother wanted me back." Then my dream came to me. I lay and studied over it. Then said, "Where have I been  in heaven with the angels?" "Maybe, little one," said Momie. "Do people cry when they are happy?" "Yes, sometimes. Now Lina my little girl, go to sleep and I will see you in the morning and bring you a pretty book to look at." 

Like my Doctor promised, he brought me a book  the Babe Jesus from his manager of Bethlehem to his cross and grave with colored pictures. To my knowledge, it was the first I ever saw. I studied those pictures every day. As I turned each leaf it came to me more and more that I had been with the angels in heaven. Then why did I have to come back from that beautiful place when right here in this book it says for the little children to come unto me and forbid them not for of such is the kingdom of heaven. After a few days I rallied out of my sickness and was allowed to roam in the big woods which I played were people to me. (I really did go through this experience.Evangeline H. Wright)

Evangeline Hoover (Cook) Wright was born in l868 and died in l960.  This is an excerpt from her memoirs which tell of life as a Quaker pioneer in Iowa and Kansas.  To read more about her, refer to www.geocities.com/ Heartland/Shores/4343.

DISCOVERY  

by Rosalie V. Grafe

I was about five years old and was playing on the lawn of our family place by the railroad tracks protected by the high boxwood hedge. I had just learned to do a cartwheel. One of the other girls said someone had played a joke on her and told her not to think about pickles. She found that she could NOT not think about pickles. Even then, I was the contrarian I am today, so I earnestly tried to not think about pickles while I was sitting "Indian fashion" with my very white knees sticking out. In the process, I tried an intermediate step. I tried to think about nothing. Well, we know where that leads. I found there was someone there. We became friends.

Rosalie Grafe is a member of Multnomah Meeting, Portland, Oregon.  She grew up essentially an only child of older parents.  She has two grown daughters and a twelve year old son.  She has been a library branch supervisor for 26 years, is a beginning writer, and is looking for a career change in the field of immigrant rights.

FIRST COMMUNION

by Patricia McBee 

A small girl dressed in a white dress and veil kneels erect in the second pew, praying earnestly for the grace of God.  It is a special day, prepared for for weeks.  She, along with her third grade classmates at St. Rose School, New Lexington, Ohio, is about to receive first holy communion.  The year is 1955.

She does not feel like part of a group, a class, a routine rite of  passage.  It is her first holy communion.  The presence of others is irrelevant.  It is an occasion between Patty Anne McBee and God.

“Lord, I am not worthy that Thou shouldst come under my roof.  Say but the word and my soul shall be healed.”  The words of the pre-communion prayer burn into her.  God can say the word and make her into a holy place worthy to house the physical presence of Christ, of God.  A moment of awe and anticipation.

You might ask, is this little girl being a little overdramatic?  Overdoing it a bit?  Perfectly reasonable questions in this rational, down-to-earth world.  But for Patty Anne on this day, there is no cynicism, no rational aloofness, just a sense of the utmost faith and tender piety.

Now she is kneeling at the altar rail, waiting for Father Donovan to come to her, hoping she will remember all she has been taught about the proper way of receiving communion.  She raises her head and puts out her tongue to receive the consecrated wafer, the host, the body of Christ.  And she holds it tenderly in her mouth, savoring, not wanting to swallow it too soon.  Head bowed, she returns to her place, still holding the host on her tongue, savoring a moment of intimacy with God.

And then, host swallowed and deep in prayer she is atingle with the Presence. God present with her: a little shiver and a tingle on her upper arms and the back of her neck and down her spine.  She has knowledge and sureness of God, never to be troubled with late adolescent atheism.  “Please, God, stay with me and do not leave me.  Do not let me forget this moment.  Let it stay with me and bless my entire life.”

I was that little girl in that little Ohio town on that October day more than forty years ago.  As I write the prayer again my arms tingle with the sense of

specialness of the moment, with the sense of possibility of oneness with God, of oneness with all of creation.  My breathing slows.  I am once again in that presence.

I never spoke of that early experience of Presence. It did not occur to me until recently to wonder if it was shared by my classmates.  Were others feeling that close to God?  What about Patty Appleman and Madonna Boley and Bobby Sines?  Does everyone have mystical experiences?  Will I ever know about my third grade classmates?

Why didn’t I speak of it at the time?  I don’t know.  Perhaps it was something private between me and God that didn’t ask to be shared.  Or maybe I suspected that it wouldn’t be treated well out in the open. 

I wonder, though, how would my life have been different if I could have told of my sense of presence, of my physical sensations, and had them recognized and affirmed:  “Ah, yes, my child, that has happened to me, too.  It is normal and it is good.  Stay open to God’s presence in your life.”

Now, in middle age, I have found friends with whom to share stories of mystical moments.  How sad that I did not have that when I was eight. 

Pat McBee is a member of Central Philadelphia Meeting.  She writes and leads workshops on spiritual topics and is on the editorial team for What Canst Thou Say.

A SENSE OF LOVE

by Jean Roberts

For as long as I can remember, I have felt enveloped by a sense of love and comfort that was independent of any human presence.  I called this feeling God and turned to it when I was troubled.  As a child I was puzzled by the unhappy people I saw around me because I thought everyone experienced the world as I did.  One Easter after I had eaten most of the candy from my Easter basket I decided it was a good time to ask God to prove he was real.  “I’ll close my eyes and take a nap and You can put more candy in my basket.  Then I’ll tell everybody that You are really real and nobody will be unhappy again.”  When I opened my eyes and found the same amount of candy, I told Gold it was all right that it was a dumb thing to do and I still believed He was real.

In Sunday School I heard about the life of Jesus and how he taught through his stories and deeds that love was very powerful and was more important than

anything.  Suddenly the reason for the unhappiness of others became clear. People weren’t showing love to one another in the way Jesus has taught it. It seemed so simple to me.  But at the same time I knew that there was something about love we didn’t understand.  All of these spiritual thoughts stayed with me through the coming years.

At about the age of ten I read a book about a little girl who took a trip around the world and considered it “going to school without going to school.”  This sounded like something I’d like to do -- learn somewhere other than a school building -- but I could hardly imagine the possibility.  Now I realize that my spiritual education occurred in just that way.  Through decisions and choices I was making daily, I was laying the foundation for further spiritual understanding later in life. For example, whenever I personally experienced an unloving act or unkind word I was very aware of the sadness and hurt I felt. I was unwilling to have any other person experience those same feelings through any action of mine.

Years later I put my understanding of love into practice in my relationship with my husband and children. When my marriage started failing, I didn’t know what to do. My internal dialogue with God revealed my hopelessness and despair.  Shortly after, when my mind was distracted by reading an Agatha Christie mystery, I had a most profound and awesome experience.  It started with a sudden tingling on the top of my head which I then felt inside.  It seemed that every cell in my brain was infused with a vibrant energy that had the feeling of love with immense power.  As this love shower trickled down and through my body it became a blanket of love that encompassed all the comfort and support I could ever imagine.  At the same time these words came to my mind, “Whatever happens will be for the best.”  As I sat there transfixed, I knew I had felt God.

Jean Roberts is a member of Eastside Monthly Meeting, Sky Valley Worship Group.  For the past seven years she has been caring for her mother who, although physically healthy, has very little memory left. This part of her spiritual journey has been full of learning. Her patience has been fine tuned and she is constantly aware of Divine support.

“Thank you for  helping me not feel alone in the mystical experiences I have  had.  Thanks for allowing me to share and to hear others’ experiences.”

WCTS reader.

THE WELL

by Thich Nhat Hanh

When I was almost l2, I had the opportunity to climb a mountain in the northern part of my country...with all the schoolboys and schoolgirls of my school.... We were going for a picnic....  I was excited, partly because I learned that on the mountain there was a hermit. I  had not seen a hermit before... To me, a hermit was someone who was on the way of becoming a Buddha, so I wanted very much to meet him and it was my secret hope that I would meet him alone.  But we were coming by the hundreds....

When we arrived at the top we were very tired and thirsty, but the worst thing that happened was I learned that the hermit was not there.  I was so disappointed... Maybe he didn’t like to see so many people coming up the mountain like that, so he must have hidden himself away somewhere in the jungle...So, during the time my friends opened the bag of food and prepared for lunch, I went alone looking for the hermit, hoping secretly that I would find him somewhere hidden in the forest.

I followed a path with stones and trees and I walked for a few minutes before I heard the sound of water dripping.  I cannot describe to you how beautiful the sound was.  Maybe like the sound of the bell.  Very beautiful.  Very refreshing.  Very attractive, so I followed the sound...

I discovered a beautiful natural well made of rocks, and the sound of the water dripping came from there...  You are thirsty and you see a beautiful well with the water that is so refreshing, so clear, that’s all you need...I scooped the water with my hands and began to drink.  Again, I could not describe to you how tasty, how wonderful the water was... I had the impression  this is the thinking and the imagination of a little boy  I had the feeling that the hermit had transformed himself into a well so that I could meet him in person.  And I was completely satisfied after having drunk the water.  I didn’t feel in me any other desire at all. I was so happy.  I felt that I had already met the hermit and the hermit had talked to me and he had satisfied all my need.  So I sat down and then I lay down..  I looked at the blue sky... I listened to the sound of the wind and I fell asleep and slept very soundly.  

When I woke up, I did not know where I was...when I remembered that my friends were waiting for me….I had to leave the beautiful well with much regret...During the time I was going down to my friends, a sentence came to me... like a line of poetry:  “I have tasted the best kind of water in the world.”  The poetry of a little boy.  And the other boys asked me where I had beenI did not say anything.  I did not want to share that experience.  I had the feeling that if I said something about it, it would stop being something sacred, something wonderful. Later I realized this was one of my earliest spiritual experiences, as a little boy.

Last year ...while we were practicing walking meditation in the very old streets of Prague, I suddenly heard church bells ringing.  It was so beautiful a sound, I stopped and practiced breathing in and out deeply in the middle of the road.  And in me there was the response of the sound of the water dripping.  I realized that the sound of the water dripping in the beautiful well that I happened to see had allowed me to get in touch so deeply with the sound of the church in the city of Prague.  Suddenly I felt I was in touch deeply with the soul of ancient Europe...and it was possible because of the sound of the dripping water that had been already in me.  So the beautiful well is something that stayed alive all my life in my heart...

I believe all of you also have touched something like that… It may be a stone, it may be a beautiful tree, it may be a beautiful sunset, it may be a little child or a person.  And I believe that it is still very alive deep in your heart.  If you’re able to open to yourself, if you have the chance of touching it again and making it alive, it will nourish you.  It is alive not only in your heart, but it is alive around you. 

An excerpt from a lecture on “The Present Moment” given by Thich Nhat Hanh at a mindfulness retreat; reprinted with the generous permission of Sounds True Audio. 

UNLESS YOU BECOME AS LITTLE CHILDREN

by Cynthia Taylor, Salt Lake Monthly Meeting
I call myself a mystic, by which I mean that I have experienced the Mighty Mystery, the Holy, or the Light in several times and places throughout my life, from childhood to the present.  It manifests itself in many ways, but often there is a bright, warm light that interrupts my activity and blinds me to my physical surroundings.... 

It’s not predictable.  It just happens.  And when it happens I am always in awe of how commanding it is, how it blocks out everything else and takes over... A few times I’ve wanted to say to it, “Ah, not now.”  But it is always friendly, if sometimes compelling.  I am left with a deep feeling of being enormously loved, held in a huge embrace....

The first time I can remember it holding me and comforting me, I was only a preschooler, maybe three or four years old, sitting in my bedroom closet during one of my parents’ loud arguments.  I had my fingers in my ears and I was crying.  Suddenly I felt there was someone or something there with me...something bigger than me.  I couldn’t see it, but I could feel it.  It cared a lot about me and wanted me to be happy, not sad.  As I grew older, I formed the idea that this something was God; I just knew it had to be.  I also wondered why some of my teachers wanted me to be afraid of its anger or strength when I felt very comforted by being with it.  Their ideas about it seemed a kind of nonsense.

One of the most dramatic times we met was when I was nine or ten years old.  I had climbed again into my favorite tree a willow that hung out many feet over a branch of  the Perkiomen Creek in Pennsylvania.  For some reason, I decided to climb to the top. But the limbs were too weak and I fell.  In the falling, I felt something lift me...I was caught, or given amazing strength, to reach to grab onto another limb.  Did that branch reach down for me, allowing me to hold it?  Or did something lift me up to safety?  For a long time afterwards I sat there in a warm light and knew I had been rescued and uplifted. A brightness was with me and a soft voice calmly assured me that I was safe and precious, that I had made a big mistake, but would be safe if I listened for its directions.

That was a turning point in my life!  I went back there many times for at least five years, just to sit in that tree and be with this powerful loving energy that lifted me up and then cradled me in its arms, singing a soft windblown lullaby, urging me to listen to its voice and pay attention to its messages.  I also had a sense of callinga feeling I was supposed to do something for this Gentle Voice, that it wanted something from me for the sake of others, and that it would guide me daily to find what I should be doing.

Gradually, I discovered that I could step into its realm without being in that tree.  I could go to the tree-joy experience in my mind, even in the midst of chaos.  But sometimes in Friends’ Meeting for Worship, when I am especially restless I use the image of “resting in her branches” as a way of  centering…

Remembering my own childhood experiences of this Surprising Something that came to me unexpectedly, I believe that all children are born with the capacity for touching and being touched by this Potentiating Power... (I have come to the conclusion that among the several ugly, awful things adults can do to children is to convince themout of our need for a predictable worldthat there is no such unseen energy or entity operating in the universe.)  One of our most important jobs is to protect and nurture kids' spiritual imagination so that they will be able to find, hear, tap into God's wisdom and direction deep within their own energy.  If we impose upon children the cognitive framework that supports our rational western minds, how can they come to directly know their inward Teacher?  How will they find their way in the jumble of worldly attractions and competing claims for their attention?...May we preserve rather than disrupt the ability of children to hear voices other than our own or those on the television.  May we protect their capacity for mystical experiences and deeper knowing of another dimension of life. If Quakers cannot, who can?

Reprinted from Friends’ Bulletin, April, l997. Used by permission.

LIFELONG SEARCH FOR THE NATURE OF GOD,  by Carolyn Nicholson Terrell,  Mt.  Holly (NJ) Meeting

When I was six years old I had a vivid experience of wonder as I used a magnifying glass to watch tiny brilliant red spiders hatch out of tiny white eggs. This was my first mystical experience.

Another mystical experience occurred when I was eight or nine. I must have been wondering about God and creation as I stood on top of a hill, looking across fields. A single sentence answered my questions - "God didn't create the world, he came along with it." This made sense to me. It was so definite, I couldn't question it.  I remember deciding to keep quiet about this discovery until I found people with a similar conviction. I didn't find them and didn't try to articulate my experience for fear of upsetting people. 

I was ten when a best friend and I climbed to the top of a tall pine tree on the shore of Lake Geneva. I remember telling her that sometimes a very different state of being came over me and I felt I had to hurry and do something good for someone.  It was a joy to find that she had had similar experiences.

These childhood experiences happened a long time ago. In the 68 years since then, I have had more traditional mystical experiences which I have been able to share with others.

Looking back I can see the influences which led to a relatively recent, profoundly new understanding of the nature of God. I attended workshops and lectures by Matthew Fox, read some of his books, and books by Thomas Berry. I watched video lectures by Brian Swimme. Most important, however, was participation in a workshop at an FGC Gathering, co-led by Mary Coehlo, of Morningside Meeting in New York. Her slide show, entitled "The Universe Story" began with the initial emergence which some people call the big bang. 

Subsequent slides showed a period of darkness before light escaped and then came the ongoing story of how the original substance became increasingly complex as the universe expanded. I saw the show several times in the next few years. For me the main message was that everything that exists today had its origin the beginning.  Of course I already knew about evolution, but this was different.  This was an awareness of the relationship between then and now, and of my relationship to all of creation. 

My profound experience came one afternoon a few years ago.  I must have been wondering about the nature of God and his relationship to all of creation, asking the same questions I had been asking all my life.  Suddenly an answer came: "Probably you will never know."  In that moment I gave up my struggle, sat down on my sofa, looked out at trees blowing in the wind and felt content with not knowing.  And then, as can happen when we give up the struggle, I was flooded with assurance.  I understood the relationship of God to all of creation.  I also knew that while this was truth for me, truth for others would be different and that was OK.  I became a finder instead of a seeker.  It was a life changing experience for me. 

So far I have not been successful in articulating what I found.  A few people have understood and have been glad for me. 

Carolyn Nicholson Terrell is a member of Mount Holly Meeting in New Jersey.  She is secretary for the FWCC Bogert Fund for the Study and Practice of Christian Mysticism and is clerk of the PYM Religious Affiliations Group which seeks to encourage ecumenism and to promote greater understanding among all Friends.

From THE THEOLOGY OF THE INWARD IMPERATIVE  by William P. Taber, Stillwater Monthly Meeting, Barnesville OH

I believe that the classic way toward ministry and outreach in this [Quietist] period often began when a child felt a sense of the presence of God.  Usually the child was alone, and often out of doors, as John Woolman was when he felt the divine sweetness.  Having once been awakened to this reality, some children, like Joseph Hoag, would return many times to the woods in order to be alone. Rufus Jones reminds us the "mystical type" often have opening experiences as children.

Even so, I hold to the theory that the powerful, dedicated ministry of the Quietist era grew organically out of a pervasive spiritual climate which often evoked such openings in sensitive children long before the days of Sunday Schools and modern forms of Quaker education. The availability of solitude and wide out-of -door spaces seems to be an important part of such nurture, as were the Quaker rhythms of daily silences and the meetings for worship.  

For many, the Bible played a far more dominant role in shaping their consciousness than it could today, since there were so few other books and diversions. Finally, out of that climate came a network of powerful examples, the local and traveling ministers who could develop far more resonance in a child and prophesy  as Aunt Peace did over the infant Rufus Jones or as a visiting minister did over the boy Gilbert Thomas  it made a lasting impression.

From "The Theology of the Inward Imperative" in Quaker Religious Thought, Autumn 1980.  Used by permission. 

RESOURCES

A Review: Dancing with God Through the Storm: Mysticism and Mental Illness. Jennifer Elam: Pendle Hill Pamphlet #344. Review by Mariellen O. Gilpin

 Jennifer Elam, a psychologist, has recorded the stories of over 90 people, many of them Quakers, who have had mystical experiences. Ten of those stories are included in this Pendle Hill pamphlet.  The power of the stories lies in the experiences shared, which range from feeling strongly the presence of God while searching for bald eagles, to being touched by energy from the Spirit.

Several of the storytellers were mishandled by mental health professionals; they share their hard-won wisdom about dealing with mystical openings. Annie comments, “When I was opened it was to both trauma and the mystical.” Helene adds, “During this swelling of energy, unresolved issues get accentuated. We experience it as humans. We are not suddenly clean or free of issues. Lots of things go along with it.” Annie speaks of a need for a strong container: “Psychic material is like precious water. It needs to be held safely so it can be processed, resolved, and learned from.  You create a safe container…both [by] self-generated [methods], such as a journal, and other-generated, such as a therapist. They would include physical environment, other people (both personal and professional), activities, small groups, and communities.”

Elam calls for Quaker communities to build containers that can hold what needs to be contained in the mystical experiences people are having.  Supporting people in crisis requires accompaniment:  “I did not impose a set of rules for distinguishing ‘true’ or ‘untrue,’ ‘authentic’ or ‘inauthentic,’ ‘of God’ or  ‘not of God’, ‘mystical’ or ‘mental illness.’  Success in the accompaniment role depended on an ability to stand with people, not having to believe or disbelieve what they were saying, but honoring their unique experiences, and allowing them to discern their own distinctions.”  Quakers have provided leadership in the field of mental health in the past, and Elam calls for us to do so again.  “It is not for us to call God’s way ‘crazy’…It is for us to promote deep and compassionate spiritual listening…to learn how to build effective containers …where people can do their dance between love and fear, moving toward Love in relative safety.”

Mariellen O. Gilpin is a member of Urbana-Champaign Friends Meeting, Illinois. In 1978 she suffered a breakdown that has become a breakthrough.

A Review: A Mystical Heart: 52 Weeks in the Presence of God, Edwina Gateley, Crossroads.

WCTS reader Jeanne Kimball writes: I have been using [this] book recently which I am enjoying.  There are two pages for each week with quotations from mystics, poetry, meditation and drawings. The book invites us to be awake in the presence of God.

The Overseers of the Elizabeth Ann Bogert Memorial Fund under the care of Friends World Committee, make grants of up to $1000 to individuals involved in the study or practice of Christian mysticism.  Proposals should include a description of the project, the specific amount requested, how it will be used, other sources of funding, and plans for communicating the results to others.  To apply, send seven copies of your proposal to Carolyn Terrell, 46B Brainerd Street, Mt. Holly, NJ 08060. 

Ask two or three people who are familiar with the proposal and with your ability to carry it out, to send letters of reference directly to Carolyn Terrell at the above address.  The deadline for proposals and letters of reference is March 1, 2000.  Recipients are asked to send a progress report within a year.

SUBSCRIPTION FORM.  Please send this form to: 

WCTS, c/o Carol Roth, 368 Swarthmore Rd., Wenonah,

NJ, 08090.    Enclosed is my to 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)_________________________


THIS IS WCTS’S 5th ANNIVERSARY !

This first issue of What Canst Thou Say was published by Jean Roberts and Jim Flory in October 1994.  That first issue was accompanied by a covering letter that began, “This is an invitation for you to become a participating member in a new newsletter.  If we get a positive response from you and the others receiving this mailing the newsletter will become a reality, if not we will lay it to rest with no regrets.  It is like launching a kite: Jean and Jim will run down the beach to get it airborne, but lacking the breeze of  contributions of your articles, responses, questions, and quotes it will not fly.”

Well, thank you, Jean and Jim, for running down the beach. Clearly the wind of the Spirit has kept WCTS aloft. Thanks, too, to all of the writers and volunteer editors and attachers of mailing labels and contributors of funds for responding to the movement of  the Spirit!

What Canst Thou Say?

c/o Carol Roth

368 Swarthmore Road

Wenonah, NJ, 08090

ADDRESS SERVICE REQUESTED

In This Issue:

Our Mystical Experiences in Childhood

FUTURE ISSUES    

February 2000: Wholeness in the midst of Brokenness.  Editor:  Mariellen GilpiN

Sometimes we learn that our disability, our brokenness, our human faults and failings, are part of God’s Kingdom too.  God works over, around, through and with our imperfections.  How did you come to learn this, and what changes has it made in your life-choices?   DEADLINE: Dec. 1.

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: VISIONS AND VOICES.  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 did you recognize this as the Spirit?  What meaning have you given it? DEADLINE:  June 1.
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