


© 2017 QUAKER UNIVERSALIST FELLOWSHIP
UniversalistFriends.org

Info@UniversalistFriends/org

eBook published by QUF Publications
Print: ISBN 978-1-878906-82-3

eBook ISBN 978-1-941309-03-2

Compiled and republished from 
Universalist Friends, Journal of the Quaker Universalist Fellowship

© 2007 Quaker Universalist Fellowship
and from 

Universalist, the Journal of the Quaker Universalist Group
www.qug.org.uk

Cover image by Tiina Tormanen
tiina@tiinatormanen.com

Print Editor: Patricia A. Williams
Editorial Assistant: Gail Rogers 

eBook cover image design and layout: Lyn Cope
eBook copy editor: Larry Spears

Quaker Universalist Voice Editor: Michael Shell

This volume is dedicated to all those who seek to have an understanding of  
Quaker Universalism



UNIVERSALISM 
AND 

SPIRITUALITY 

Edited by

Patricia A.Williams

The Quaker Universalist Reader 
 

NUMBER 3



CONTENTS

INTRODUCTION  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 8

CHAPTER 1: GOD AS METAHPOR . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 14

The Metaphor or Link between Mind and Spirit 
Alfred Roberts . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 14 

Mystics, Metaphors, and God 
Catherine C. Hull  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 16

Made in the Image 
Adam Cairns . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .23

God in Everything? 
Norman Frith  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .27

The Ocean of Light 
David I. Peerless  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .32

CHAPTER 2: WHAT GOD?  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 34

Models of Reality 
Tom Greeves . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .34

The Sea of Faith 
David Boulton . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .42

Are We Really Left on a Naked Shingle? 
Ralph Hetherington . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .46

God within the Heights and Depths of Human Experience: Reply to 
the Naked Shingle 
David Boulton . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .48

God as a Creative Process in the Cosmos 
Ralph Hetherington . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .50

What Is the Divine? How Do We Relate to It? 
Raymond Davies . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .50

A Wider View of God 
Robert Letts . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .52



Transformation 
Richard Acland . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .53

Divine Humility 
Gunnar Sundberg . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .60

Which God Speaks to You? 
Joy Weaver  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .62

The New Christianity 
Hilary Wakeman. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .63

CHAPTER 3: SPIRITUAL EXPERIENCES  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 66

Believing 
Alfred Roberts . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .66

Pray for Good Dreams 
Frances Exley . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .67

God: Polarities-in-Synthesis68 
Elizabeth M. Angas  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .68

Where to Find the Oneness 
Sally Rickerman  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .71

The Bridge of Grace 
Bill Walley  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .72

A Goddess Called “The Silence,” 
Rhyannan  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 74

The Source of Our Spirituality 
Anna S. Morris . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .79

The Universal Light 
Mark Canter  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .80

Zen and the Sufi Way of Christianity 
John Jeffrey  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .83

How Some Universalists Experience God 
Roberta Ruby . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .86



6 The Quaker Universalist Reader #3

CHAPTER 4: SPIRITUAL JOURNEYS  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 89

Identity 
Margery Post Abbott . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .89

Greetings from a New Member 
Christopher Stokes . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .92

Jesus, the Christ, Quakers, and I 
Gene Knudsen Hoffman . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .95

From the Editor 
George Amoss, Jr.  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .100

From the Clerk 
Richard Barnes . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .102

My Spiritual Journey 
Leslie Pratt Spelman  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .105

On Why I Am a Muslim Quaker 
Siti Salamah Pope . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .112

Nothing Divides Us 
John Linton . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .122

CHAPTER 5: SPIRITUALITY AND MYSTICISM  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 127

Mysticism and Spirituality: Reflections on a QUG Local Meeting 
Richard Eddleston  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .127

Mystical Experience and Prophetic Insight 
Ralph Hetherington . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .129

The Reality of the Spiritual 
Jean F. Edwards . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .131

A Very Different Jesus 
Jim McDowell . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .134

Why Do Some People Who above All Want to Trust Their Own 
Spiritual Essence, Nevertheless Follow Some Cherished Authority 
Outside Themselves? 
Robert E. Newman . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .140 



Meeting for Worship Singular: Or the Story of a Slug 
John Jeffrey  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .144

On Silent Worship 
George Amoss . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 147

A Sunday Reading 
Brian Gill . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .150

CHAPTER 6: SPIRITUALITY AND SCIENCE  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 152

The God of Science 
A. Gero . .. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .152

“Chaos:” A New World from Science 
Alfred Roberts . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .154

The Expanding Universe 
Chris Clarke. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .157

Wobble 
John Jeffrey  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 162

Let’s Hear It for Darwin! 
Frank Parkinson . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .164

Religious Grammar and the Human Condition 
Dorothy Buglass . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .169

The Covenant Resurrected: Quakers and the New Age:  
A Response to Douglas Gwyn 
Rhoda Gilman . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 174 

INDEX OF AUTHORS  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 179 

ABOUT QUAKER UNIVERSALIST FELLOWSHIP  . . . . . . . . . . . . 180



Introduction
This volume, the third in the series of Quaker Universalist 

Readers, contains Quaker universalist writings related to spirituality. 
Spirituality, however, is a slippery term. The word first appears in 
the fifth century as the Latin spiritualitas, where the combination of 
language and date attest its Christian roots. The Oxford Dictionary of 
the Christian Church says the term originally referred to “the quality 
of life which should result from the spiritual gifts imparted to all who 
believe in Christ.” However, as the dictionary notes, the word entered 
many languages during the twentieth century and now refers beyond 
Christianity. Indeed, the capacity for spirituality seems universal 
in humankind, regardless of religion, language, or culture. Perhaps 
because of the very breadth of the human capacity, the word itself 
remains ill-defined.

Nonetheless, for the sake of this volume insights about the 
meaning of spirituality from the Oxford Dictionary may prove helpful. 
Perhaps the following definition captures the meaning of spirituality 
applicable here: spirituality refers to the quality of life that results 
from trying to live by values such as uprightness, compassion, mercy, 
humility, and human equality. Such values are usually considered 
spiritual ones. As the dictionary notes, spirituality concerns the 
subjective, interior aspects of life as opposed to practices and/
or beliefs. Therefore, spirituality applies to interiority in religion, 
thrusting spirituality into the orbits of contemplation and mysticism. 
Yet, outward practices such as ritual, song, dance, vocal prayer, and 
habitual meditation postures often enhance spirituality, as does belief 
in a God who exemplifies the revered values.

A British contributor, David Boulton, informs me that the British 
Education Reform Act of 1988 required schools to promote spiritual 
development, which ensued in debate over the meaning of the term. 
The religious education syllabus ended up saying, “The spiritual area 
is concerned with the awareness a person has of those elements in 
existence and experience which may be defined in terms of inner 



feelings and beliefs; they affect the way people see themselves and 
throw light on the purpose and meaning of life itself.” The syllabus 
adds, “For some people, this awareness relates to God, but for others 
to some other kind of ultimate reality or truth. It can be evidenced by 
human aspirations such as love, hope, compassion, forgiveness, faith, 
self-giving, altruism, etc.”

Each of these dissimilar sources emphasizes that spirituality 
denotes quality of life, not content of belief. Belief in Christ, in Allah, 
in Yahweh, in Krishna, in Buddha (not to mention Moloch!) has, in 
certain persons and groups, led to mass murder—hardly a spiritual 
activity springing from spiritual people. As a specialist in evolution, I 
emphasize that spirituality is peculiarly human—it is probably species 
specific. The human dispositions that are basic to us and clearly 
products of evolution are not species specific. Simplifying, I often 
refer to these evolved dispositions as the 4Rs. They represent goods of 
human life that tend to lead us away from spirituality toward excess 
and evil. A brief discussion will, I hope, clarify these and highlight, by 
contrast with them, what spirituality involves.

The first R stands for resources. All organisms pursue them, as 
they must if they are to survive. Human beings need air, water, food, 
clothing, and shelter to survive. But we often become greedy and 
pursue resources insatiably, sometimes culminating in individual 
murder and/or collective war. Spirituality does not pursue resources 
inordinately, but centers a person’s interests elsewhere, guiding 
Quakers to simplicity and leading a number of individuals and groups 
to asceticism.

The second R is reproduction that, in us and many other 
organisms, involves sex. People may pursue reproduction and sex 
excessively and without mutual love, as in Solomon’s famous harem. 
Pursuit of sex may warp into lust, jealousy, murder and, in the case 
of tribal people, war—remember Helen of Troy! Or the Yanomamo of 
Brazil. Spiritual people tend not to pursue sex merely for egocentric 
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and reproductive self-aggrandizement, as the plain dress of the 
Quakers once indicated and the ideals of loving partnerships in 
marriage and of celibacy in religious orders demonstrate.

Third comes relatives, an emphasis on kinship, on family and 
clan, that excludes non-kin. Aid to close kin to the exclusion of non-
kin occurs among all social animals. A mild form of excess among 
human beings in the modern world is nepotism, favoring relatives 
over more meritorious individuals. Among tribal people, all of 
whom organize their lives, both practical and moral, along lines of 
kinship, it means—well, once more, individual murder and, far more 
prominently, wars of extermination. Joshua invading Canaan provides 
a familiar example. Or the Hatfields and McCoys. Death by violence 
among tribal people is high—four times as high as in Detroit and 
more common statistically than in twentieth century Europe, despite 
modern armaments and two world wars. Completely exterminating 
non-kin groups was important, for those left alive would wreak 
revenge. Spiritual people like Jesus advise us to love enemies and reject 
vengeance, to treat friends like kin, and to relegate blood-relationships 
to irrelevancy. Quakers emphasize equality.

The final R, reciprocity, entails the equal exchange of goods 
and services and the pursuit of justice. In its emphasis on this R, 
our species is distinctive, but not unique in practice. Other animals 
that recognize individuals, have good memories, and live in groups 
engage in it. Reciprocity also occurs between and among different 
species, being common in symbiotic ones. The disposition to act with 
reciprocity provides a great good for us. Often ethical systems build on 
it. However, it is a two-edged sword, for to seek justice when wronged 
is to seek revenge—an eye for an eye, if not worse. Its implementation 
prohibits compassion. In contrast, spiritual people forgive their 
enemies, do good to those that hate them, practice mercy and, among 
Quakers, seek to serve others without reward from them.

Another of our British contributors whose signature is simply 
R.E.J. provides a lovely metaphor that captures evolved human 
dispositions in a religious context, then moves toward universal 



spirituality. The metaphor is titled, “The Great Cathedral: An 
Agnostic Vision”:

The spiritual world is like a great cathedral lit by a hundred 
stained-glass windows. Each window colours the light in 
a different way and depicts a different scene, but they are 
all episodes in the same story. Long ago the cathedral was 
partitioned into a hundred separate chapels, each lit by only 
one window. Chapel-goers were brought up to regard their 
particular window as the only source of light; there were bitter 
quarrels over which was the ‘true light’ and congregations, 
egged on by their priests, fought and killed one another.

Today the internal partitions are crumbling and we begin 
to perceive the whole vast world cathedral illuminated and 
glorified by all its windows. But this is just the beginning. We 
also perceive that the windows are only transmitters and not 
sources of light; in transmitting the sun’s rays each pane of 
glass suppresses some part of the radiation and so colours the 
rest. Perhaps mortal eyes are too weak to bear the untempered 
radiance from above. At the eternal instant of death, shall we 
pass out through the Cathedral doors into the pure sunlight? 
(Universalist, January 1988, v. 22, p. 17)

Originally kinship and religion were intimately connected—
the gods were tribal gods—and served our evolutionary interests. 
Perhaps, now, as tribalism brings harm to all amid global contact and 
communication, we are entering a truly universal, open cathedral 
of spirituality, where spiritual values can become both central and 
ubiquitous.

All the essays reprinted in this volume of Universalism and 
Spirituality: Quaker Universalist Reader #3 address some aspect of 
spirituality. They derive from articles in the newsletter-journals of the 
Quaker Universalist Group (QUG) of Britain, titled Universalist, and 
the Quaker Universalist Fellowship (QUF) of North America, titled 
Universalist Friends, first published in 1979 and 1983 respectively.
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Founding documents for Quaker universalism are in the Quaker 
Universalist Reader #1. Articles from the newsletter-journals 
emphasizing universalism are reprinted in Universalism and Religions: 
Quaker Universalist Reader #2. Both universalist groups also publish 
pamphlets. These are available in print and/or online at <www.qug.
org.uk> and <www.universalistfriends.org>.

Although inclusive language has been common since the mid-
1970s—no more “mankind” or “sons of God,” or God as “he”—some 
of the articles reprinted here fail to use it. Because the editorial 
intention is to make the original articles available rather than reedit 
and modernize them, the exclusive language remains along with the 
peculiarities of British and American spelling.

All square brackets enclose notes from the editor. Occasionally, 
they correct errors in the text. For example Gordon Rudlin comments 
that changing the plugs in a automobile engine will change the firing 
order, but the firing order is affected by the wires, not the plugs. I 
corrected his error by substituting [wires] for plugs. I also use brackets 
to add first names, as in “[Arno] Penzias.”

Chapter 1, God as Metaphor, discusses the use of various 
metaphors for God. The early Quakers notoriously used many—Light, 
Teacher, Seed, etc. What fits best today? The following chapter 
concentrates on concepts of God. Who or what are we worshiping 
in Meeting for Worship? Chapters 3, 4, and 5 concentrate on 
spiritual experience. Chapter 3 discusses rather isolated experiences, 
whereas 4 concentrates on spiritual journeys through life and 5 on 
the relationship or not of spirituality to mysticism. The final chapter 
concentrates on the relationship or not between spirituality and 
various sciences.

The chapters and the articles are organized by topic rather 
than date or place of origin. For example, chapter 5, “Spirituality 
and Mysticism” begins with discussions of the differences between 
mysticism, spirituality, and prophecy, continues with an article on 
the Gospel of Thomas, and follows these by several on silent worship. 

http://www.qug.org.uk
http://www.qug.org.uk


The articles in chapter 6, “Spirituality and Science,” flow historically, 
wending their way from cosmology to physics to biology, to humanity, 
and on into the future, as befits the final essay of the volume. 
Nonetheless, each article stands on its own and, thus, the collection 
allows browsing.

Many thanks to those whose help made this project possible. 
Thanks first to Jo Teagle and Hazel Nelson of the QUG for their 
hard work of gathering material and seeking copyright permissions 
for the British articles. Members of the Steering Committee of the 
QUF in North America, Rhoda Gilman and Jim Rose, read and made 
suggestions about the text. Special gratitude goes to Jim, who scanned 
almost all the material for both volumes into his computer and 
emailed it to me, article by article.

Patricia A. Williams, editor
www.theologyauthor.com
theologyauthor@aol.com
July 2007, Covesville, Virginia

http://www.theologyauthor@aol.com
http://www.theologyauthor@aol.com
mailto:theologyauthor@aol.com
mailto:theologyauthor@aol.com


CHAPTER 1:  
GOD AS METAPHOR

The Metaphor or Link between Mind and Spirit

Alfred Roberts

Universalist Friends, Spring 1988, v. 10, p. 13

I particularly recall hearing a Friend say in Meeting that he was 
experiencing a sense of joy because he felt the imminence of wonderful 
things about to happen. His manner of speaking communicated a 
joyful expectancy in a way that I knew I had felt and might have felt in 
some sense at the time. As he spoke, however, it became clear that his 
message referred to Christ’s returning to Earth and the momentous 
events which are to follow, as thought by some to be predicted in the 
Book of Revelation.

Now, my understanding does not include any acceptance of the 
literal validity of Revelation or of much of anything in the Bible, for 
that matter, but I would maintain that the Bible does express in myth 
and metaphor much, often profound, truth about the nature and 
meaning of human existence. In the same sense, I would maintain 
that my inspired Friend was communicating a truth, but one that was 
not true in an objective sense. If he had said that it is as though there 
is about to be a renewal in the lives of humans like that which we 
celebrate in the myth surrounding the birth and death of Jesus Christ, 
and that we interpret the Book of Revelation as making reference to 
similar future events, his message would have been fully consonant 
with my own perspective.

Along with our modern sense of the potential for devastation and 
chaos, we may in contrast experience a faith in a cosmic potential 
for healing and wondrous change, a sense that, I think, has the 
same essential meaning as the fundamentalist Christian message of 
apocalyptic redemption. It seems that we find ourselves in conflict 
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over literalities which become unimportant when we recognize the 
fundamental human meaning behind our stated thoughts.

George Lakoff and Mark Johnson in a book titled Metaphors We 
Live By, published in 1980 by the University of Chicago Press, present 
a view which I think can be helpfully applied to the understanding 
and potential solution of this type of conflict. Their concepts would 
indicate that the issue between me and the fundamentalist Friend 
was a matter of the basically different orientation between the two 
philosophical understandings of objectivism and subjectivism.

Although each of us sees himself as thinking in terms of “the 
truth,” we each have different criteria for determining what is true. 
I, in accordance with my training and disposition, favor so-called 
objective criteria while he may be assumed to be using subjective 
criteria, such that a personal and strongly felt holistic experience 
should take precedence over contrary objective evidence in 
determining one’s beliefs. Of course these dichotomous views have 
their basis in classical philosophy.

The alternative ideas of Lakoff and Johnson postulate what they 
refer to as the Experientialist alternative, basing their analysis on the 
view that all understanding is in essence metaphorical and therefore 
derived from the patterns of interaction between individuals and 
their environments, human and otherwise. Our assertions are to be 
understood as “as though” statements derived from these interactive 
experiences.

With such a viewpoint it would be possible to accept our Friend’s 
inspired message as neither objectively nor subjectively valid, but 
as representing his experiential truth best expressed by him in 
traditional fundamentalist metaphor. I might choose to substitute a 
more contemporary metaphor for his message, such as the inspired 
sensing of forces for creative change inherent in the cosmos. We 
would, nevertheless, both be expressing a common experiential truth 
using different, but personally valid, metaphors.

One of my very good friends recently referred to me as a “fence 
sitter,” and I’m afraid that some might see the kind of effort toward 
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mutual agreement given above as overly syncretic and simply another 
example tending to prove the truth of my friend’s judgment. In 
response, I would say that in religion it is the spiritual experience that 
counts. The cognitive and the rational modes are secondary. They 
are important tools for finding our way, but they are only tools and 
as such they can be rationally changed to improve our perspectives. I 
think the metaphor-experiential mode gives us such a much needed 
tool.

Mystics, Metaphors, and God

Catherine C. Hull

Universalist Friends, Spring 2000, v. 34, p. 20

For most of us, ideas and images of God come through Bible 
stories, church traditions, hymns, and religious art. From our 
childhood in the Christian tradition, we have experienced God in a 
variety of images, from creator to judge to father. We have seen Jesus 
in art as the Infant in his mother’s arms, as the Good Shepherd, as 
the Crucified and as the glorified Redeemer. We have sung hymns to 
the Trinity and to Amazing Grace. These images have informed the 
Christian consciousness and flowed from the theology of the Judeo-
Christian experience. Most of us do not question the origins of these 
images, or why these and not others have particular meaning. When 
we realize that these images and metaphors have their origins in 
human imagination, we can begin to understand how our experience 
of God has expression in language and visuals that reveal the truth of 
these experiences in terms we cherish. This language gives form to 
the silence within which God resides, a silence known by mystics in 
their own experience of the divine unknowing. This language stands 
between us and the vast unknown that we have named God. The 
danger lies in limiting our belief to what is truly only metaphor and 
symbol, instead of seeking to go beyond words and images. Yet we 
must understand what words and images can tell us of ourselves and 
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of God. 
To say that our images of God are projections of our own needs 

brings us at once to the brink of misunderstanding. To believe that 
God is only what we say God is limits our possibility of extending our 
understanding of the divine. Judging from our sacred writings and art, 
and understanding our psychological need for projection, we needed 
a god to be angry, pleased, judgmental, triumphant, loving, giving, 
forgiving, and powerful. These are human characteristics, projected 
upon the darkness and silence which is all we truly know of the nature 
of God. Our human psychological growth is certainly a part of our 
spiritual journey, and the function of these projections is to bring us to 
greater maturity. 

The language of the sacred is inherently poetic, most profound in 
its attempt to express mystical encounters with the divine. “God,” said 
Meister Eckhart, “is born in the empty soul by discovering himself 
to her as a new guise without guise, without light in divine light” 
(Sermon 91). This language is the meeting-place between the human 
and the divine. Metaphors are used by the human mind as instinctive 
tools to explore reality and make comparisons. In theology, they 
are used in sacred writings, and to express images in sacred art. In 
spiritual writings of the mystics, they appear in the records of their 
personal visions as guides to the inner life. In psychology, they can be 
used to represent the integration of ego to self, as used by Jung. He 
believed that the great myths, such as those that inform the major 
religions, are grounded in the unconscious, where the divine in us 
dwells. We learn by these associations and say, “I see,” meaning that we 
understand. 

Paul Ricoeur wrote that metaphor “clears the way to a new vision” 
(Rule, p. 236) and gives direction and transcendence to the spiritual 
quest (Rule, p. 288). For instance, light is not only a phenomenon of 
physics but also the ultimate description of the divine: uncreated 
Light. The metaphor reaches for truth at the same time that it 
pronounces the limits of our understanding. 

In a real sense, metaphors mediate the sacred. Julian of Norwich 
saw the cosmos in a hazelnut. Hildegard of Bingen saw humans as 
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the shadows of God. Metaphors and myths (extended metaphors) are 
expressions of that inner, incomprehensible reality that we call God. 
Gregory of Nyssa wrote in the fourth century that we come upon God 
only in darkness, in what is unknown and unseen, “penetrating deeper 
until by the intelligence yearning for understanding, it gains access 
to the invisible and the incomprehensible, and there it sees God” (The 
Life of Moses, quoted in Edwards, p. 87). 

To use darkness in this way as a metaphor, we understand that 
God is no more a “cloud of darkness” than God is a masculine parent, 
but something of darkness expresses the experience of God. The 
human mind seeks out words in which to communicate the divine 
reality: Light, friend, father, mother, darkness, glory, desert, mountain, 
rain, fire. God is not a “person,” nor is God a being in the sense of a 
created being, but some unknowable Other that seems to lie both 
within and without our existence. Our natural images can express a 
profoundly near presence of a transcendent reality. Something of the 
vast emptiness and dryness of the desert has led many mystics to the 
arid wastelands to find God. Jesus was led into the desert. We feel 
ourselves living in that vastness when we are lost and need to find the 
comfort of a rain that only God can provide. “The mountain is where 
one seeks to transcend ordinary human experience; the desert is 
where one enters it most deeply” (Lane, p. 41). 

It is clear that as one of our greatest mystics, Jesus invites us 
to share his experience of God by clothing his teachings in a rich 
tapestry of created images, parables, and metaphors. He gave us an 
extraordinary wealth of parables: The Sower and the Seed, The Wise 
Man, The Workers in the Vineyard, The Wedding Feast, The Fig Tree, 
The Ten Virgins, The Lost Coin, The Mustard Seed, The Lost Sheep, 
The Persistent Widow, The Rich Man and Lazarus. These stories are 
not meant to be taken literally, but to be meditated upon as spiritual 
guides to behavior and a philosophy of life. They speak of the Kingdom 
of God, which, as Jesus said, is within. 

Scholars have called Jesus the Parable of God (Edwards, p. 51; 
McFague, pp. 47-54), because there is something of God in Jesus that 
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reveals the divine to us. His life is a model for us, if we are to believe 
that the kingdom of God is within us and that God can be a father to 
us. Jesus spoke of himself in terms of metaphor: “I am the light of the 
world.”. . . “I am the bread of life.”. . . “I am the good shepherd.” When 
the events of his life are examined as metaphors for our own spiritual 
journey, we go beyond historical facts or theological truths to events 
that clarify psychological and spiritual realities. 

For example, Joseph Campbell has pointed out that the Virgin 
Birth story which signified Jesus’ spiritual importance also represents 
the birth of the spiritual out of the physical. “It happens,” he said, 
“when you awaken at the level of the heart in compassion” (Campbell, 
p. 174). The holy event of our own spiritual awakening becomes the 
fulfillment of the metaphor. The transcendent event of our spiritual 
birth may not be on our minds when we celebrate Christmas, but it is 
there in the metaphor. The deepest meaning of the resurrection may 
be as a metaphor for our extending the life of Jesus through our own 
lives. 

Our spiritual journey continues through the passages of the life 
of Jesus. His sufferings and death not only unite us to our human 
condition but elevate our condition to the realm of transcendence. 
“The route in knowing and speaking of God,” said Meister Eckhart 
in the fourteenth century, “is invariably the way of abandonment, the 
way of the cross” (Lane, p. 69). Most mystics agree that God and the 
self are not different categories, that the creature exists in the divine 
creator. Eckhart uses the metaphor of sight to describe this intimate 
union: “The eye with which I see God is the same eye with which God 
sees me; my eye and God’s eye are only one eye and one seeing and one 
knowing and one love” (Sermon 12). 

Mystics saw humanity and God as meeting in Jesus. In saying 
that Jesus was the Christ (Anointed Redeemer) and the Logos (the 
Word), both metaphors for aspects of the hidden God, we are given 
a relationship with One-who-saves and One-who-speaks. In reality, 
though, these metaphors say more of us than they do of Jesus or God. 
We are the ones in need of saving, who need to hear the voice of God, 
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to answer our questions about life and its purpose. The projections 
of our needs create this kind of God, or we discover in this God the 
answers to our questions. If not, then we continue the search, and in 
the process new revelations come from the darkness. Language and 
image evolve, our minds and spirits seek understanding. Perhaps 
God is saying this is all we need, ultimately. No one has ever been 
transformed into a living embodiment of Jesus’ example of grace and 
love by a system of theology, but by personal suffering and acceptance. 
Mystics have experienced God not through a list of dogmas, but 
by personal prayer and quiet listening. They have entered into that 
darkness, where they stood in an abyss without the protection of 
language. Metaphors come from human longing and experience, but 
ultimately our language is “too finite to name the infinite” (Craighead, 
p. 77). 

If the metaphors of the past still speak to us, we can still be alert 
to contemporary language that discovers new aspects of the divine 
reality through continuing enlightenment. Chaos theory exposes the 
hidden patterns of order and beauty in what seems like randomness, 
giving us reason to hope and to find God in what seems like disorder 
and confusion. The phenomena of astronomy, such as black holes 
and other forces at work in the universe, can provide contemporary 
metaphors for spiritual events. Black holes, voids in space dominated 
by a power of gravity that pulls everything into itself, exist in huge 
numbers, although none has ever been seen. What appears to us to 
be ultimate destruction may actually lead to a greater transformation. 
Scientists speculate on how matter is transformed when it emerges 
on the other side of a black hole. As a metaphor, then, black holes 
(suffering and death) may offer hope and transformation (coming 
out the other side). The greatest mysteries of the cosmos reflect 
metaphorically the deepest mysteries of our human condition. 

We know that 90% of the universe is made of dark matter [and 
dark energy], an immense mass that fills the seemingly empty 
space between galaxies. We search for the illusive neutrino, which, 
if found, will unravel mysteries and expand human knowledge. In 
fact, the phenomena of the universe echo theology: “Extinction 
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and transformation, the evolutionary equivalents of Calvary and 
resurrection, are central coordinates of cosmic and planetary 
evolution” (O’Murchu, p. 185). O’Murchu offers a system he calls 
“quantum theology” that evolves from the “creative potential . . . within 
the cosmos” that redefines God (p. 50). Traditional theology generates 
images of God “largely made in the image and likeness of man(kind). 
It has stripped God of the splendor, elegance, and intimacy of the 
divine co-creativity” that cosmology restores. Without diminishing 
the incarnation, “quantum theology seeks to recapture the mystery 
of God” (p. 50). New metaphors emerge: creative energy, ultimate 
life force, being itself. Reverential silence is seen as the best mode of 
connecting with this divinity. Language, a human invention, can never 
be a literal source of divine truth (p. 51). 

What O’Murchu seeks in proposing quantum theology is to sweep 
aside the barrier that traditionally has separated science and religion. 
He proposes, then, to unite the two by using the phenomena of science 
as metaphors for a new understanding of the divine. 

The human story includes a spiritual evolution in its struggle to 
understand its place in the universe and the identity of the one who 
placed it on this Earth. This spiritual evolution includes a variety of 
metaphors, symbols and images used in language, literature, and art 
to express the experience of the divine. Our best mystics, past and 
present, have contributed to this understanding through their writings 
and stories. 

The god who was pronounced dead in the ’sixties was that image 
of the deity that no longer fit human need. Thomas Merton wrote: 

The true symbol does not merely point to something else. It 
contains in itself a structure which awakens our consciousness to a 
new awareness of the inner meaning of life and of reality itself. . . . 
“God is dead” means, in fact, that symbols are dead. (Merton, pp. 1-2) 

What was swept aside made room for a new image of the divine, 
one that reflected the contemporary experience and needs of 
humanity. As individuals and as a collective humanity, we journey 
onward toward a fuller understanding of the divine reality that is 
always within us, unchanging. 
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The more we are invited to go beyond words to the reality 
waiting there, the more our mystics experience this new world in our 
behalf, the more our metaphors and images strive to reproduce this 
unutterable mystery. The metaphors and images delight and inspire, 
but we must not take them to be reality itself. They announce the 
presence of God, but they are merely God’s shadows. 
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Made in the Image
Adrian Cairns

Universalist, October 2001, v. 63, p. 9

Let’s get something straight from the start: if we are made in the 
image of God, then the reverse is equally true. God is made in the 
image and likeness of ourselves—and there begins the theological, and 
indeed the philosophical, dilemma.

If God is seen as a sort of cosmic artist-cum-scientist, which our 
own creative efforts shadow on Earth, why has ‘he’ (or ‘she’ or ‘it’) 
bothered to do it? That is, bothered to create the universe with us as a 
minuscule part of it? Moreover, why do it through such extraordinary 
parameters of scale, from the sub-atomic to the event-horizons of the 
universe? Is it really all as simple as creation wanting to make itself 
known to itself, with human consciousness as the intermediary?

We have to start with the proposition that there can be nothing 
rational about God—only mystery. Or if just a bit of God is rational, 
the materialist bit, then we have to accept that there is nothing totally 
reasonable about the non-materialist remainder. It all calls for an 
unproveable hypothesis about further dimensions than space/time.

The human bit of God in us (‘that of God in every one,’ which is 
the nearest Quakers come to a creed) is that we, in Eckhart’s phrase, 
are God’s becoming. We grow together—or rather, become more 
conscious together. Awareness is the name of the cosmic game. None 
of it means anything without some sort of recognition of itself. God-
the-artist deals in form, just as God-the-scientist deals in number. 
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Emptiness is the starting point for all forms, and zero the marker for 
all numbers.

Artistic Creation
There’s a Greek and Latin word for anything being ‘made’ or 

created: it is poesis, and in particular it means ‘the work of a poet, 
or work having qualities in common with poetry’—in other words, 
artistic work or creation. The meaning stretches to all things having 
within them the nature of the quality of poetry, of high artistic 
merit in form and syntax. Poesis is the hallmark for an awareness, a 
recognition of God in all things, in all material creation. Moreover, 
it is closely aligned with the concept of beauty. Art and aesthetics go 
together; and great art and spiritual nurture are likewise linked.

A number of connections made here are direct and profound: 
creativity, consciousness, beauty and civilised values, and the necessity 
of a spiritual dimension or dimensions extending beyond material 
space and time. A modern Chinese philosopher, Chang Chung-yuan, 
observed in 1975 that “Our minds are simply God’s mirror, reflecting 
the here-now of creation”.

How Art Got Left Out of Quakerism
All this metaphysical speculation—for that is all it is—might be 

summarised with the comment that “God is a human concept for 
the inconceivable”. Paradox rules OK. It is the old problem of divided 
Being and Doing, otherwise called Faith and Works. Even in this past 
century—let alone the dismissal of the arts by Quakers in previous 
times—the Society of Friends has favoured deeds over the truth 
expressed by words, images, sounds or constructions of whatever kind. 
Truth via the arts was not to be trusted. It was secondhand, Truth at 
one remove, a confusion of the real thing. We never really listened 
to our own Isaac Penington when he said that “every Truth is true 
in its kind” and that “its shadow is a true shadow as the substance 
is a true substance”. Quakers are a practical people, and the arts 
were a bit too ‘airy-fairy’. By our actions shall we be known, rather 
than our imaginings. We reject Christianity as a notion—which it 
undoubtedly was for Paul—in favour of its being a way, which it is 
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also. Our Testimonies are our philosophy, without need of further 
interpretation by priests or Plato, Nietzsche, Wittgenstein or Cupitt. 
In getting rid of interpreters, we got rid of other intermediaries too. 
Individual experience was sufficient, together with silent witness. So 
art got left out—until we realised what we were missing out on!—all 
that marvellous spiritual nurture from music and the rest.

I am treading on the toes of a vast contemporary subject here, 
known generically as ‘cognitive science’. It includes psychology, brain 
research, anthropology as well as philosophy. Unfortunately I am not 
qualified to speak authoritatively on any of them. I am the ultimate 
layman, and my thinking and language have to speak in those terms. 
Hopefully this may lead to simplicity, albeit an ignorant one, rather 
than getting ‘confused by the facts’ of academia.

Shakespeare—of whom I do know a little—is as good a layperson’s 
starting point as any, whose plays are at once universal and particular. 
Famously, he spoke of “imagination” as bodying forth “the form 
of things unknown”, “turning them to shapes” and giving “to airy 
nothing a local habitation and a name”. That perfectly describes 
the modus operandi, the work, of both creative poet and inventive 
scientist. Both, incidentally, are very much influenced by dreams—
they may fall asleep, or into a half-sleep, and in that hypnagogic state 
experience the whole shape or mathematical answer to their waking 
search. It happened to Mozart and Descartes, to Keats and Shelley 
and Coleridge, to Tesla about the dynamo, to Robert Louis Stevenson 
over The Strange Case of Doctor Jekyll and Mr Hyde, and to Mary 
Shelley also, who in 1816 dreamt of “the pale student of unhallowed 
arts kneeling beside the thing he had put together”. Dr Frankenstein’s 
monster has become an archetypal fiction, resonating into this 21st 
century with its sophisticated realisations of the human genome, and 
artificial intelligence in robots which almost (if not quite yet) can 
answer the Turing Test.

The Power of Metaphor
Metaphor is the great gift of consciousness to humanity, said 

William Anderson in his extraordinary spiritual autobiography The 



26 The Quaker Universalist Reader #3

Face of Glory. It is by analogy that we can speak of other worlds and 
dimensions, whether mathematical or poetic. Imagination makes the 
connection between the spiritual and the material, and in this regard 
it is nature which is the great metaphor, and why it can be so beautiful 
and full of significance.

Talking of the power of metaphor, a terrible example was shown in 
March of this year when, against international protest, including other 
Islamic countries it must be said, the Taliban of Afghanistan destroyed 
two giant sandstone Buddhas, statues over 200 years old, carved 
from a cliff face, by blowing them up. “They’re only stones,” said their 
Minister of Defence; “and an unacceptable idolatry” said another 
spokesman, thus contradicting the Minister. So what was it they so 
hated and feared that the statues had to be got rid of after being there 
for so long, a valuable part of the region’s cultural history? The only 
possible answer is that they were a metaphor for revolt against Islam, 
a spiritual danger threatening subversion. Tolerance of the beliefs of 
others was not being considered. Action had to be taken.

‘Made in the image’ can be a dangerous slogan when we are the 
image rather than statues or other embodiments of the divine. It is the 
unacceptable other, the tribe over the hill, which fundamentalists—
of whatever persuasion, religious or non-religious—cannot abide. 
Whenever it is decided that there is only one supreme authority, only 
violence can keep it in power. Spiritual or political variety is not an 
option. Even metaphors expressing such variety must be rooted out. 
We live, as ever throughout history, in fearful times. For it is fear 
which calls the ugly tune, and only love which can harmonise it.

Returning for a moment to Belief and Action—it is quite possible 
to create an intellectual model of the universe representing a belief in a 
certain structure and meaning to existence; indeed, many mystics and 
philosophers, ancient and modern, have done so. Ultimately however 
it is the emotional and dynamic action of helping others which 
determines true being and spiritual accomplishment. In this sense, 
Quaker pragmatism is justified. All the major religions, together with 
the esoteric tradition or Perennial Philosophy, tell us this. In our time, 
the philosopher John Macmurray taught the primacy of action over 
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ideas. The child’s experiential learning about the world tells him or her 
that “I act therefore I am” rather than the Cartesian “I think therefore 
I am”. But that is merely the obverse side of the Buddha’s truth that 
all ideas of the world arise from our thoughts, from the mind. Belief 
and action are inextricably linked whether we acknowledge it or 
not. We are what we think, and our actions mostly derive from that; 
but likewise, following Macmurray again, our intentions may take 
precedence over our thinking.

Finally, just how the individual mind-set, with its own assembly of 
thoughts and ideas, can influence concepts of deity is clearly seen from 
world-wide reported examples of near-death experiences. Apparently, 
after entering the tunnel of light, and with the sense of being 
surrounded by a compassionate unconditional love, people near death 
often meet a figure which corresponds to the cultural background of 
their life-experience, whether religious or atheist: Jesus appears to the 
committed Christian, Buddha to the Buddhist, Krishna to the Hindu, 
and so on, with a parent or ancestor, partner or friend, to the rest. 
‘Made in the Image’ indeed!

God in Everything? 
Norman Frith

Universalist, June 2001, v. 62, p. 6

What follows is not intended to be a carefully researched 
dissertation; it is simply the result of my personal explorations. It 
consists of some questions I have needed to ask myself in a spiritual 
quest which I recognise as being infinite. We can never know all 
that there is to know, but at least we can find a working hypothesis, 
so that we may live more rewarding lives. For some of us this may 
require a new image of God because old images won’t fit any more; the 
growth of knowledge has overrun them. My answers to this and other 
questions are tentative and tend to invite more questions.

Although this is part of my own personal journey, I am pleased 
to be able to share it with other seekers, in the hope that by a mutual 
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sharing we may bring new light to one another’s journeyings. I have 
found the quest deeply rewarding, so much so that I can truly echo 
the statement Pablo Casals made in his ninetieth year, “I feel life more 
intensely than ever before, and for me life grows more fascinating”.

All of us who attend Quaker conferences must be aware that to 
a greater or lesser degree we are all trying to further cooperation 
between the intellectual and spiritual components of our psyches. 
Jung calls this development ‘individuation’, normally a lifelong process, 
which becomes more meaningful as we grow older. He describes the 
process as experiencing the God-image within. The question is, “What 
God image?”

In the past mankind has always felt the need for an omnipotent 
God, or at least a closely reacting family of gods, because we, as 
Homo sapiens, have always been unhappy unless we had a ‘Theory of 
Everything’. Religion has always provided an answer to this, within the 
limits of contemporary knowledge, by having a theory which includes 
both natural and supernatural phenomena. Many scientists are still 
hoping to find the TOE using only scientific methods, but admit that 
the goal is a long way off. So I am not about to expound a rationalist 
‘theory everything’, but rather seek a satisfactory metaphor for the 
unifying poem behind and within creation, which might account for 
both the normal and the supernormal in my life. I started by asking 
myself:

If I don’t believe in a personal God, what metaphor could I 
use for this Presence which I, and many others, believe we 
experience?

I realised that if this metaphor for the ‘spirit’ was to be all-
pervading, then I would need an answer which included our present 
scientific knowledge, not merely being derived from acceptable 
‘religious’ patterns of thought. In this I was helped by the fact that, 
when the going gets difficult, both science and religion use metaphors. 
So my second question was:

If we use the word God as a metaphor for an all-pervasive 
power which we cannot define, does science use an all-
embracing word when faced with an all-pervasive power which 
it cannot define?



 Chapter 1: God As Metaphore 29

The obvious answer is ‘energy’, although I am not sure that science 
regards it as a ‘mystery’, but takes it for granted in the same way that 
previous generations took God for granted. Like the accepted concept 
of God, it is remarkably omnipresent. Energy was the generator of 
the Big Bang. In the beginning was the Energy. It is evidenced in 
everything in the universe. It is the machinery of evolution. You and I 
are made up of molecular components held together by their inherent 
energy. The most fleeting particle in a laboratory, whose life is nano-
seconds, is a particle of energy. It may be very difficult to convince 
either side that energy=god=energy, but at least the idea of cosmic 
energy might be accepted as a name for the phenomenon of ‘the power 
behind and within everything’. But I must stress that I am using the 
phrase ‘cosmic energy’ as a metaphor.

We are always too prone to assume that adopting the new means 
rejecting the old, so I next needed to ask:

If one has a new image of the Creator Spirit/Energy, what has it 
done to one’s religious heritage from the past?

For Quakers the metaphor of light takes on a larger dimension, 
because visible light is only a small fraction of the vast spectrum of 
energy. It moves the argument from the field of biblical understanding, 
which was the concern of earlier Friends, to that of scientific 
understanding. I do not think Fox and his friends would disapprove. 
After all, it is only extending the truth which St Francis felt when he 
spoke of Brother Sun and Sister Moon. A close f/Friend recalled for 
me the puzzling story of Julian of Norwich who tells how God placed 
a thing no bigger than “an hazel nut” in her hand and said it contained 
all things that ever were. This is a perfect image of Hoyle’s dense 
parcel of energy which was the origin of the Big Bang!

Having changed the accepted Christian image of God, I am bound 
to be asked the question:

Does this then exclude the teachings of Jesus Christ, which 
would seem to be different in kind?

Not necessarily. Personally I cannot accept Jesus as “the one and 
only Son of God”. I see him as a very remarkable man, but a man of 
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his time, speaking from the knowledge of his time. I am amazed at 
his vision and bravery in trying to turn a vengeful Jewish God into a 
universal benign father figure and also by the success of his message 
in the Gentile world. I recognise the difficulty of understanding 
definitive facts about him and about what he actually said, but he still 
gives us the finest blueprint we have ever had on which to base the 
perfect society, the ‘heaven on Earth’. Frank Parkinson has referred 
to him as an ‘evolutionary emergent’, but the pattern Jesus provides is 
one which we seem unable, or unwilling, to follow, and we remain ego 
orientated.

While Jesus’ ‘Abba’ made the eternal spirit more personal and 
accessible, I seem to be making the spirit more remote and theoretical. 
This is the difficulty of depersonalising God. So I then needed to ask:

Having deconstructed God the Father, what relationship can I 
have with cosmic energy?

With an idea both as simple and as complex as this, words 
for the reconstruction will not be readily available. Some sort of 
communication and cooperation seems imperative and those who 
have had peak experiences would usually confirm that possibility. 
In the past we have been encouraged to regard God as capable of 
providing guidance, help, comfort and protection. Perhaps it is too 
much for our imagination to expect the same from some impersonal 
thing.

Yet can it be impersonal if it is in the very fibre of our being? 
There is a great range of experiences which we refer to as inspiration, 
guidance, intuition, coincidence and telepathy, which might be just 
the sort of communication we should be receiving, but which we 
often ignore as irrational. Most of us have experienced inexplicable 
influences and happenings in our lives, which were too opportune or 
unexpected to be disregarded, but which we are very reluctant to talk 
about, because we cannot find a rational explanation for the strange 
way they have affected us and consequently our explanations sound 
childishly inarticulate. This is a pity, because if we shared more of 
these experiences we would have a better shared vocabulary, even if it 
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was all similes and metaphors.
Perhaps the concept of a ‘spirit in everything’ seems too vague and 

too diffuse, just hanging on to the ghost of the ‘blind clockmaker’, so 
dare I ask:

Why should the Cosmic Consciousness be concerned with us?

Here I am treading very tentatively, but I’ll have a try. Man’s 
newest creation myth, the Big Bang, is visualised as giving rise to an 
evolving dispersal of matter which contained its own built-in pattern 
of change and growth. Evolution of life on our planet carries this 
developing pattern and the theory says that the hydrogen atoms in 
our own bodies were present at the beginning of the universe. It is not 
surprising therefore to observe patterns of guidance built into plants 
and animals in the form of genes and instincts. Humans, like other 
animals, have their genes and instincts, but we also have reason and 
self-awareness. We make more sophisticated choices, so that it would 
seem necessary for evolution to communicate with our minds if we 
are to be guided in the right direction for the good of our species. One 
might suggest it is ‘God external’ talking to ‘God internal’ for the good 
of all.

If we assume that the spirit (or cosmic consciousness) is involved 
in universal evolution and that our personal evolution is part of the 
pattern, then we become like neurons on a vast interacting network. 
We can be either ‘live’ and active, awaiting messages, or we are ‘dead’ 
in electrical terms, unresponsive and blocking the system. So I have to 
ask:

How do I relate to this Energy Spirit (or God) in all things?

It is commonplace for people to say that they feel at one with 
nature and, in saying this, sincerely imply that there is something 
deeply mysterious about the experience. It is a reminder of our 
mystical relationship with all creation that Jung says occurs in 
our individuation development, when we eventually realise our 
brotherhood with all living things, even with inorganic matter and the 
cosmos itself. If we can accept the ‘spirit essence’ in everything, then 
we would expect to be upheld and given insight by inanimate things 
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as well as by other humans. If we can conceive the Spirit as being in 
everything, then the same guidance and support can come as easily 
through the catalyst of a birdsong, a flower, a sunrise or light on water.

My next question was:
How do I know that my sense of communication with 
‘something out there’ is not a projection of my own subconscious 
and therefore me talking to myself?

Well, of course I don’t, but what you believe or do not believe 
is important only so far as it makes your life more meaningful, 
useful and satisfying. In one case you run the risk of becoming an 
introspective solitary, and in the other you can live in a fantasy world 
of your own imagining.

Learning to trust this intangible ‘other’ is like learning to swim. 
The idea seems fraught with danger; deep water seems treacherous, 
mysterious. In fact swimming can become a glorious relationship with 
an entirely new element, a new freedom. I draw great joy and strength 
from my awareness that communication with the Other is vital and 
ever present, so that I can say with Francis Thomson:

O world invisible, we view thee,
O world intangible, we touch thee, 
O world unknowable, we know thee, 
Inapprehensible, we clutch thee! . . .

The Ocean of Light
David I. Peerless

Universalist Friends, Spring 1984, v. 2, p. 7

Rufus Jones, in his essay, Studies in Mystical Religion, refers to 
two great tendencies in the course of religious history: one to regard 
religion as something permanent and unchanging and the other a 
revival and reshaping of religion through fresh and spontaneous 
experiences. Religion has many times lost its power either because one 
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or the other of these aspects has been ignored or because it has been 
pushed to an absurd extreme. 

As I read these thoughts of Rufus Jones, the image of a river came 
to me. The flowing water was the mystical, refreshing, revivifying 
experience; the river’s banks and bed were the permanent, the 
established church. If attention is all on form and ritual, but without 
meaning, it is as valueless as a dried river bed. 

Ritual can provide the steps by which a person may be guided to 
the water—a way by which the living, mystical experience of God may 
be more readily attained. One person may use the ritual of centering 
while another may use that of transubstantiation. One can enter the 
same waters from a diving board or by wading in from the bank. If the 
ritual becomes rote it may be as a dam to the living experience. 

All waters reach the same oceans; all evaporate into the same sky. 
The same source will feed the headwaters of the Ganges, the Arno, or 
the rivulets that flow from Pendle Hill. The living water from any pure 
stream will be good for all who live along its bank. 

If we stay with the river, seeing that its course is true and the 
levees we have made are rightly placed, then we may follow, as George 
Fox did, until we find the Ocean of Light. 



CHAPTER 2:  
WHAT GOD?

Models of Reality
Tom Greeves

Universalist, June 1995, v. 44, p. 4

We all have some ‘model of reality’: a thought-out or subconscious 
picture of how the world works, derived from our experience of life, 
including the culture we grow up in. My own model-building starts 
from my background in science and engineering and is driven by 
curiosity: the desire to understand. But understanding alone is sterile 
unless it can be put to work, and the real satisfaction comes when it 
has proved possible to put that understanding to good use.

The religious part of my model arises out of an awareness that 
there is something beyond the objective, material world, and a sense 
of connectedness with all life. My model is continually evolving as my 
experience grows and I know it is only a model—reality is far beyond 
our comprehension. This contrasts with adherents of authoritarian 
faiths who are given a fixed model, presented as if it was reality itself 
which, as history shows, is a recipe for intolerance and strife.

A philosophical issue which arises is the question of what we mean 
by reality. There are those who argue that the only reality is that which 
is created by our own thoughts. The laws of physics, so the argument 
runs, are not ‘discovered’ but created by human endeavour. Don Cupitt 
articulates this view in his book The Sea of Faith (1) which traces the 
development of critical thought over recent centuries in relation to 
religious faith and argues that God, like everything else, is the creation 
of our thought and hence man-made.

There is currently a theological movement, the Sea of Faith group, 
which argues along these lines. This position has been arrived at by 
a rigorous process of ‘critical thinking’ which is hard to fault, but it 
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is an intrinsically self-limiting viewpoint. By restricting judgement 
to the realm of intellectual activity it becomes a complete denial of 
experience.

Whilst there is a legitimate place for intellectual speculation in 
the development of our models, this does seem to be the ultimate 
‘notion’, in the Quaker sense of a theological idea which comes from 
intellectual reasoning, rather than from spiritual experience. It places 
reason, and language which is the essential tool of reason, in too 
exclusive a position. It has been developed and articulated by men—
no women appear in Cupitt’s book other than Annie Bessant who he 
rather dismisses as “not a thinker”—who although often writing about 
spiritual experience, seem to have cut themselves off from it. But even 
in the mundane world of sensory experience I see no logical problem 
in the proposition that our senses are informing us of a real world 
which exists around us.

Cupitt tries to reinstate God as a useful ideal which can provide us 
with a sense of purpose. He writes:

What is needed is an awakening of the will, the courage and 
the ambition to discipline oneself for high achievement and 
to make one’s own life a personal spiritual project. Only the 
modern autonomous kind of faith, based on the ruthless 
rejection of illusions, can help. The other sort of faith (i.e. 
conventional church doctrine) merely confirms the state 
of impotence and illusion, and cannot give the necessary 
stimulus to break out of it.

I accept and support Cupitt’s intention, and faced with the whole 
panoply of Christian dogma I can understand why he has been driven 
to his position, but I don’t feel the need to go that far to find the 
freedom to seek a rational basis for religious belief. I think he has 
‘thrown out the baby with the bathwater’.

In seeking such a basis I find myself starting at quite the opposite 
end. I see the human species as a recent arrival on the evolutionary 
scene. It is true that this species has been extraordinarily successful 
in terms of numbers and in the way it has cleared out other species 
competing for space. In fact it has been too successful for its own 
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good, and has committed the ultimate ecological sin of fouling its 
own nest. The painful part of reality is indeed man-made, not an 
intellectual construct but a hard practical reality out there due to 
blundering ignorance and arrogance. I see the human species as only 
a part of reality, and in absolute terms a minute part. If we are silly 
enough to kill ourselves off, the Earth will be taken over by other 
species. But how did it all start?

Origins
The scientific account of the origin of the universe and of life is 

based on the concept that the physical world is ordered by laws which 
can be discovered, enabling us to control nature. Theories must be 
tested and criticised, and must expect at some time in the future 
to be disproved and replaced by better theories. In the early days of 
scientific activity scientists explored the world around them in order 
to ‘reveal the glories of God’s creation’. Later they thought they could 
‘explain’ everything in terms of a deterministic and mechanistic 
model. Since this was in conflict with orthodox doctrine, the idea of 
a creator was increasingly replaced by the belief that the whole of the 
cosmos was a purposeless accident.

More recent developments have gone beyond that, and there 
is a growing minority of physicists and cosmologists who find the 
structure of the universe so incredibly finely tuned that it seems 
almost inconceivable to them that it should have occurred by chance, 
opening up the possibility of some act of creation by a supreme 
intelligence acting as creator.

There will be those who ask for proof, but proof is only possible 
in mathematics, where a system of logic is built upon a set of basic 
assumptions. Both science and religion suffer from the same disability 
that you can never be sure of your assumptions. Scientists have 
believed that the world would be found to operate in accordance with 
laws to the extent that it would be deterministic. This was their faith. 
Even this assumption has been proved wrong. Science is essentially 
provisional. Religion is in an even worse state since it is virtually 
impossible to carry out any experiments to test your theories.
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In the case of religion, one can only ask: Is this or that theory 
consistent with experience? Does it provide meaning and purpose to 
life? Is it serviceable? For instance, is a belief in a creator serviceable? 
We know only too well that belief in God(s) has been exploited down 
the ages to subjugate and exploit people. It has been used as a means to 
wield political power. It has been the inspiration behind all-too-many 
wars. What is clearly important is not so much a belief in a creator, but 
the nature of the creator believed in, the perception of the purpose of 
creation, and how people relate to both.

The existence of life is a supreme mystery on a par with the 
existence of the universe. An essential characteristic of all physical 
systems is that they degenerate into increasing disorder—encapsulated 
in the Second Law of Thermodynamics. Living things do the exact 
opposite: they have the amazing ability to create order and to grow 
into functioning entities.

Scientists ask us to believe that the incredibly complex and 
precise arrangement of DNA molecules in living cells occurred by 
the random effect of lightning strikes into the primordial soup of 
chemicals on the Earth’s early surface. Fred Hoyle (2) has calculated 
the probability of this happening and finds it about as likely as a 
Boeing 747 being assembled by a tornado passing through a scrap 
yard. Hoyle’s alternative explanation is that bacteria which could have 
provided the genetic material for early life were swept up by the Earth 
from interstellar dust, which also explains the jumps in the process 
of Darwinian evolution. This does not explain how life came about. It 
simply pushes the mystery into outer space, also suggesting that there 
are many other planets in our galaxy, and in other galaxies, supporting 
life of a not dissimilar nature to ours.

If the evolution of the universe leads inevitably to life, then 
what purpose had the creator in mind? To me it looks like a gigantic 
experiment, aimed at the creation of intelligent, autonomous beings. 
The evolution of stars and planetary systems provided the initial 
conditions for life, then primitive life forms changed these conditions 
and made the Earth fit for more complex forms by modifying its 
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atmosphere and surface quite dramatically as James Lovelock 
describes so compellingly in The Ages of Gaia. (3)

A Loving God
All religions speak of the centrality of love, and the loving nature 

of God is the principal requirement for faith—essential both to 
individual sanity and to collective survival. But many people have 
been dealt an impossibly bad hand and are overcome by suffering and 
deprivation. How can that be squared with a loving God?

Cupitt gets around this rather neatly by pointing out that since 
God is not real, s/he can hardly be blamed. God and religious ideas 
generally can be invented in such a way that we give ourselves courage 
and determination to get things better, but we have only ourselves 
to blame for the mess we are in. This realism is the most attractive 
part of Cupitt’s thesis. Others get God ‘off the hook’ by saying the 
universe is not his/her creation and s/he is not all-powerful. However, 
the ‘Immanent God’ of this view is not, as in Cupitt’s thesis, our own 
creation, but an independent reality with whom we can communicate 
and cooperate in our own salvation and that of our planet.

I find the old fashioned idea of God as a parent to be helpful. It 
is not that I look to a parental figure to sort me/us out, but rather 
that, being a parent and grandparent myself, I feel for the difficulty of 
God’s position. What an impossible lot s/he has to cope with! What 
on Earth (literally) should s/he do? What does the good parent do? 
Taking away free will and telling us how to behave would produce 
automatons. Better to let us grow through experience to be integrated, 
independent and responsible creatures. The risks of this strategy are 
all too obvious.

But people down the ages have turned to an unseen power for 
help and have found it—almost like a helpline. I think we each have a 
communication terminal within us, part of that astonishing computer 
we call the brain, which has both a communicating and a discerning 
function—which, when correctly connected, is what we Quakers call 
‘that of God’ within us. At the other end of the helpline is what I would 
call the ‘spiritual’, spirituality being the capacity to ‘tune in’.
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But what is the spirit that we communicate with? Quakers have 
claimed the right to dispense with the mediation of a priesthood and 
to have a direct line to God, claiming this right for all mankind—all 
four billion of us—plus presumably the inhabitants of thousands of 
other planets. The logistics appear daunting and I cannot help feeling 
that other arrangements are more likely. 

God and the Noosphere
I picture something like Jung’s ‘Collective Unconscious’ as being 

the accumulated experience of the human species. It is a part only of a 
wider ‘Noosphere’ of all life (if I may borrow the term from Teilhard de 
Chardin). It contains both good and evil, love and hate. Its collective 
presence is similar to the culture of a country; it influences the 
individual components within it. Just as in life we have a tiny influence 
on the cultural norms around us on Earth, so in both life and death 
we influence the Noosphere. It is from within this Noosphere that we 
draw our most direct spiritual support. It is in this way that we are 
interconnected with all of creation.

Some people would define God as the good bit of such a 
Noosphere, or indeed the whole of it, good and bad. In this view God 
is something that life itself has created. This is a bit like Cupitt’s 
idea except that it is real rather than just imaginary. It puts the 
responsibility for the improvement of life firmly at our own doorstep 
and gives encouragement that by being loving and constructive 
in our lives we both have a beneficial effect on those around us 
and contribute to the good part of the Noosphere—to our own 
God-creation.

I think that the creator God is above and beyond the Noosphere 
but linked intimately to it. And I wonder if it is possible that each 
planet has a Caring Spirit delegated to help in building up knowledge 
and wisdom about how to live fulfilling and caring lives. It is the same 
spirit that was in Jesus and which we call the Christ. All the world 
religions have benefited from the guidance of the Earth Spirit, the 
Christ, but perhaps to varying extents and in ways determined by 
cultural norms.
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What then is the Noosphere? Is it a formless pool into which we 
may dip, from which our souls are formed, and to which we return 
at death? Or does the soul retain its identity after death and, if 
reincarnated, before birth? There is a great deal of evidence both for 
survival after death and for reincarnation. Both Christianity and Islam 
believe in survival after death, what I call the ‘once through theory’, 
whilst most of the eastern religions believe in reincarnation, the 
‘recycling theory’. I see the latter as an extension of the former and I 
am more than half persuaded by the evidence that it is correct.

If this is true then it opens up the communication possibilities 
enormously. In the view of some, such a pantheon of potential 
contacts is dangerous—it is quite possible to contact ‘bad’ as well as 
‘good’ spirits. We need to be discerning and test our guidance against 
appropriate criteria and perhaps adopt the traditional Quaker practice 
of bringing our ‘leadings’ before the Meeting.

I do not see the spirit-world as being supernatural, but as being 
a part of the natural world, a part which cannot be perceived by our 
outward eyes and ears, but which requires the development of our 
inner eyes and ears. It is as much a part of reality as the material 
world and is continuous with it. It can be described as within the 
phenomenal world—allowing a spiritual experience to be as much a 
‘phenomenon’ as the keys on my word processor.

The theme of ‘love God and your neighbour as yourself’ runs 
through all the great religions in some form or other. The major need 
now is to expand the concept of neighbour to include everyone and 
indeed all life. I am very conscious of my Christian inheritance and 
believe that Jesus made a most profoundly important testimony on the 
cross, demonstrating that it is possible to love your enemies and that 
love can overcome. This is the most important lesson which has been 
given to the human species.

Another great testimony of great relevance today is the Buddhists’ 
reverence for all life. It is an unfortunate fact that the three major 
monotheistic religions emerged from the desert. This gave them many 
good characteristics, but coming out of such a harsh environment 
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where survival depended on conquering nature rather than working 
with it may have been responsible for the exploitative attitude which 
has characterised them. If the origin of the western religions had been 
in the rainforest, what a different story it might have been.

The framework I have outlined is universalist in the sense that 
it posits that the Earth Spirit, or the Christ, appears in all religions 
in different ways. The perception of reality which humanity holds is 
bound to be different in different ages and in different cultures, and 
revelation from the world of spirit is bound to be limited by those 
same perceptions. It is important that we are tolerant of differences 
not only between cultures but over time, but we must avoid clinging to 
traditions which have been overtaken by evolution because the spirit 
world is changing and evolving just as things do on Earth.

It is important to ask how useful our ideas have proved, what 
difference our beliefs and experiences have made. My model of reality, 
which has been continually evolving, has helped me to integrate 
my scientific understanding with the traditional stream of spiritual 
experience of which I am privileged to be a part and which in small 
measure I have participated in. This integration has helped me 
to function without internal conflict and in that sense be a more 
integrated person. Although the model itself may seem impersonal, it 
is a framework which leaves open the development of a close personal 
relationship with the Christ Spirit, through the person of Jesus, and 
through other men and women. I hope that it is a framework which 
others may find helpful.
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The Sea of Faith
David Boulton

Universalist, May 1994, v. 41, p. 8

Quaker universalists can hardly have missed recent references to 
the Sea of Faith Network, not only in The Friend and other religious 
publications but in the Humanist press, the national dailies, 
the weekly “ journals of opinion” and on radio and television. 
For a very modest organisation of no more than five hundred 
members and approaching its fifth birthday, it has attracted a 
lot of attention—without even trying.

But anyone whose perception of the network is derived from 
Fleet Street and the telly is likely to have a pretty distorted view 
of what it is all about. The press finds good stories in “atheist 
vicars”, particularly when they clash with bishops, and the 
general reader might be forgiven for assuming that Sea of Faith 
was some kind of refuge for priests who have “lost their faith”. 
“Faith at Sea” is how the headline writers put it, with depressing 
lack of originality.

So let us start with a few facts. Sea of Faith is not an Anglican 
outfit, nor even a specifically Christian one. Anglicans probably 
predominate among those members who have some church 
connection, but Quakers also make up a significant part of the 
membership, followed by many in the other mainstream free churches, 
plus a number of Roman Catholics. Outside any church organisation, 
there are Humanists and others who owe no allegiance to the 
Christian faith.

What unites them is the simple conviction or recognition that 
all religion, like all art and all science, is human both in origin and in 
its almost infinite variety of forms. No religion, not a single religious 
truth, has been “revealed” by extra-terrestrial communication. The 
network’s “statement of intent” is “to explore and promote religious 
faith as a human creation”. Faith systems, Christianity no less than 
Hinduism and Buddhism, are man- and woman-made. Gods, not 
excluding the one called God, have no existence beyond human 
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language and imagination. Jesus is the main character in stories about 
Jesus. God, for Sea of Faith as for William Blake, is Mercy, Pity, Peace 
and Love: a metaphor, no less—and no more.

The network takes its name from a BBC television series The 
Sea of Faith, presented in 1984 by the Rev. Don Cupitt, then Dean of 
Emmanuel College, Cambridge. The TV series (and accompanying 
book, just re-issued this year) had in turn drawn their title from 
Matthew Arnold’s 1860s poem Dover Beach, with its famous image 
of the decline of religion as the “melancholy, long withdrawing roar” 
of the Sea of Faith. Cupitt argued that we should cease to mourn the 
decay of traditional beliefs. Instead he offered a vision of religious 
faith as entirely human, located entirely within this world, expressed 
in caring, loving relationship with each other, and in dynamic 
humanitarian action.

Cupitt has developed his ideas in a series of books which explore 
this new consciousness against the background of the historical 
development of theology, science and philosophy over the past three 
centuries. He stresses the gradual breakdown of Platonic dualism, 
which posited a “real” world of objective Truth and Value contrasted 
with the shadow world of human experience. He calls his theological 
outlook “non-realism” or “anti-realism”, which can be roughly 
summarised as the view that there is no “real”, objective or absolute 
value, no “real” God, over, above and beyond the world of human 
experience.

Sea of Faith is often referred to, particularly in the church press, as 
“Cupitt’s followers”. This is misleading. Cupitt inspired the formation 
of the network in 1989, but he was never its “leader”, and served only 
briefly on its first steering committee. If he is a leader, he must be the 
first in history to urge his followers not to follow him! “Leave this book 
behind,” he writes at the end of The Time Being. “Forget it. Since out 
there there is no true and unchanging Truth, there is no true doctrine 
and no crisp epitome of the Truth”. 

What does the network do? It holds a three-day annual conference 
every July in Leicester. Karen Armstrong (author of the best-selling 
History of God), Kulananda (Liaison Officer for the Western Order 



44 The Quaker Universalist Reader #3

of Buddhists) and Don Cupitt were last year’s speakers. It publishes a 
substantial quarterly magazine, Sea of Faith, “exploring and promoting 
religious faith as a human creation”. It has some twenty local groups 
which meet regularly. As a network, it has no creed and adopts no 
line beyond that expressed or implied in its statement of intent, but 
special-interest groups on the Quaker model—semi-detached from the 
central organisation—are beginning to develop. Sea of Faith Anglicans 
organised many beyond their own ranks to protest at the sacking of 
Anthony Freeman from his church job after he had published a book 
promoting “Christian Humanism”. Now that theological radicalism is 
under attack in some Quaker circles, Quaker Sea-of-Faithers may one 
day have to do something similar.

Some readers may by now be asking, “Doesn’t all this 
have more in common with secular humanism than Quaker 
universalism?” As a Humanist myself, I would be the first to 
stress the humanist credentials of Sea of Faith. Humanists 
too believe that God, the Devil, Heaven and Hell, are human 
creations: that this is our only world, our only life; that 
spiritual values are human values; that only the superstitious 
believe in the supernatural. Some Humanists, however, argue 
that all religious expression is to be disparaged (just as some 
people suppose that all politics is corrupt, or that all art is 
pretentious). Sea of Faith, on the other hand, knows full well 
what evils religion is capable of, and unambiguously allies 
itself with the opponents of fundamentalism, dogmatism, 
fanaticism and all those odious isms which assume some 
special relationship with a “real” God. But it also recognises 
the workings of the spirit—the human spirit—in some forms 
of religious action, and in some forms of collective religious 
expression (rituals, liturgies, Quaker silence). Religion is no less 
valuable than, say, music or cosmology as a vehicle for making 
sense of ourselves, and no more devalued than politics as a 
means of mending the world.

But if there is an overlap with some of the more open-
minded and positive Humanist organisations, such as the 
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British Humanist Association, there is at least as much common 
ground with some forms of Quaker universalism—as a number 
of readers of the Universalist who also belong to Sea of Faith 
will testify. By its nature, Sea of Faith is universalist: since all 
religious traditions are cultural constructs, no one tradition 
can be “truer” than another.

But most Sea of Faith members would take issue with those 
universalists who go on to argue that all the main religious 
traditions embody, reveal, or have access to some universal 
truth. For Sea of Faith, as for Cupitt in the sentence quoted 
from The Time Being, there is no true unchanging Truth. Some 
universalists seem to posit a divine spark from which all true 
religious Truth has issued, a unifying core of truth which, 
though expressed in different ways and at different times and in 
different cultures, remains in some real sense True. But for Sea 
of Faith, there is not, never was and never can be Truth beyond 
and outside human experience and human language. We are not 
seekers after Truth because we don’t believe there is Truth to be 
found. Rather are we makers of what is true, for ourselves, and 
for the moment.

Quaker Sea-of-Faithers presumably find Quakerism, and 
Quaker ways, speak to their condition more eloquently than 
Methodism or the Moonies, but they wouldn’t claim that it 
was better endowed with God’s Truth. Similarly, Anglican 
and Roman Catholic Sea-of-Faithers may enjoy their bells and 
smells without any sense that their chosen or inherited religious 
practice is “truer” than Quaker silence or Buddhist chants.

Again, Quaker members of the Sea of Faith network have 
no problem with traditional Quaker language, recognising 
that all language is metaphorical and multi-layered. We are 
happy to “seek the will of God” or “follow the leadings of the 
spirit”, understanding these traditional formulations not as 
fundamentalist literalisms but as rich, evocative metaphors. To 
say that we do not believe in a “real” God with a “real” will, or a 
“real” spirit leading us in the True Way, is not to say that these words 
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are meaningless. Metaphors, like myths and stories, can ring true 
as a bell. And seeing them as metaphors can be a way of preventing 
them from decaying into clichés, a way of investing them with 
renewed power and inspiration.

The cardinal sin of the Rev. Anthony Freeman, the vicar sacked 
by the Bishop of Chichester, was not his membership of Sea of Faith—
there are Sea of Faith priests throughout the land—but his joyful 
insistence that abandoning the “real” God for a more deeply religious 
celebration of the human spirit was a truly liberating experience. 
Many who have been hanging on by their fingernails to the churches, 
or even the good old Society of Friends, have experienced the same 
sense of liberation in “taking leave of God”—the “real” God—and 
exploring and promoting a humane, humanitarian and humanist 
spirituality with others in the Sea of Faith network.

John Whale, editor of the Church Times, is quoted in a recent 
article on Sea of Faith in the New Statesman as forecasting that 
much of what seems so heretical in Sea of Faith’s outlook “will 
eventually pass into orthodoxy. As Christianity becomes harder 
to defend as a religion of literal truth, symbol will become more 
important”. The claim that time is on our side is one which Sea of 
Faith, 500-weak, would hardly dare make for itself. But we may yet 
be able to show that fundamentalism is not the only growth point 
in late twentieth century religion.

Are We Really Left on a Naked Shingle? 

Ralph Hetherington

Universalist, September 1984, v. 42, p. 21

When the sea of faith has finally receded, what then? Shall we 
be left shivering on a naked shingle with only such covering as is 
provided by our human experience and language? Will our self-made 
Truth reflect nothing outside and beyond us?
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David Boulton’s article in a recent issue of Universalist has 
stimulated me to ask such questions and has helped me to see just 
what it is that makes me less than enthusiastic about the outright 
humanism of the Sea of Faith Network. He is surely right when 
he asserts that “No religion, not a single religious truth, has been 
‘revealed’ by extra-terrestrial communication. . . . Faith systems, 
Christianity no less than Hinduism and Buddhism, are man- and 
woman-made”. He reminds us that the “statement of intent” of the 
Sea of Faith Network is, “to explore and promote religious faith 
as a human creation”. All this makes admirable good sense. But at 
this point in his argument, it seems to me that David Boulton goes 
wildly wrong by making the extraordinary statement that “Gods, 
not excluding the one called God, have no existence beyond human 
language and imagination”. He adds, for good measure, “God . . . is . 
. . a metaphor, no less—and no more”.

Now, I suppose it is possible that David Boulton is using the 
term existence in some special sense that I do not understand. But 
for me, the term to exist means that I believe something to be real 
if I can rationally conclude that it is so as a result of my firsthand 
experience and my subsequent interpretation of that experience. I 
have to examine the possibility of illusion or hallucination, mistaken 
conclusions drawn from correctly perceived phenomena, wishful 
or irrational thinking, or outright delusions based on insufficient 
evidence. All these factors have to be taken into account in my 
coming to believe in the existence or otherwise of something. But 
at all events, I have only my own experience to rely upon; there is 
nothing else available to me.

Is the chair I see in front of me a man-made illusion? Or is there 
really something there over and above my subjective treatment of 
the data supplied to my sensory apparatus and worked over and 
interpreted by my thought and memory processes? My experience 
certainly leads me to believe that there is something ‘out there’ which 
exists. Moreover this something I believe to be independent of me in 
the sense that it will continue to exist when I cease to do so. What 



48 The Quaker Universalist Reader #3

goes for the chair also goes for the cosmos and the universe we live 
in. Moreover, the universe obeys natural laws which I can study and 
come to understand.

In amongst all this, there seems to be a creative process which 
has, against all the odds, brought the miracle of self-conscious 
awareness out of the chaos of the Big Bang. This creative process is 
what I understand as ‘God’. It is something of which I stand in awe, 
and which calls for my worship and adoration. This creative process 
plainly exists and is in operation. It does not seem to make much sense 
to regard it as a human creation. Let the humanists say ‘God does not 
exist’. I know, because my experience tells me so, that God is alive and 
well and very much in business.

God within the Heights and Depths  
of Human Experience: Reply to the Naked Shingle

David Boulton

Universalist Friends, September 1984, v. 42, p. 22

I am not clear why, if it is right and “makes admirable good 
sense” to see all faith systems as man-made, it is “wildly wrong” and 
“extraordinary” to suggest that the same is true of gods. It seems to me 
that one proposition follows from the other.

There are the Israelites’ Old Testament god, the very different 
gods of their Philistine enemies, the gods of Hindu cultures, the many 
Earth-mother goddesses, the triune-god of mainstream Christianity, 
the Spirit or Inward Light of George Fox, the “sum of our values” god 
of some modern theologians, the Life Force god of George Bernard 
Shaw, the Creative Process god of Ralph Hetherington. Are not these 
all products of different human cultures, given life in language and, 
yes, human experience?

I do not doubt that these gods “exist”, or that our experience of 
them is real, vivid, passionate, shattering. In them we live and move 
and have our being. They exist within the heights and depths of 
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human experience. I only doubt that any of them exists in quite the 
same way as Ralph’s chair or the stars in the sky.

Ralph discerns in nature a “creative process” and understands 
this to be “God”. My God is the mercy, pity, peace and love which, 
says Blake, “is God our Father dear”. Or, in a different metaphor, Fox’s 
inward “light of Christ in our consciences”. So what is happening 
here? Just that Ralph Hetherington and David Boulton, with shared 
experience of Quaker worship within a shared western Christian 
culture, find themselves choosing different words, calling up different 
metaphors, to try to describe what they mean by God. Ralph knows 
experientially that the God he understands as the creative process “is 
alive and well and very much in business”. I know experientially that 
mercy, pity, peace and love and the light of Christ in our consciences is 
alive too: a living inspiration and guide.

But I also know that mercy, pity, peace and love are human words 
describing and actively fashioning human experience. And I cannot 
conceive of any light of conscience somehow divorced from the 
human beings who experience, shape and define it, nor of ‘creative 
process’ either, other than the sense we may (or may not) choose to 
make of the awesome mystery of the natural world. For as the eminent 
Quaker scientist Kenneth Barnes reminds us, the universe gives us 
“no picture of reality apart from that provided by our senses, and by 
the imagination that puts impressions into order: no shape, no colour, 
no brightness. The observer and the observed are inseparable in a 
wholeness”. This seems intolerably bleak to some. I find it marvellously 
exhilarating and liberating, a truth that sets us free.

The God we observe and experience is inseparable from us, the 
observers and experiencers. That is what I mean when I say God exists 
in human language and imagination and not, crudely, as an objective 
entity. He is no chair to be seen and sat on, no star to be plotted and 
one day to be travelled to. Blake again, in The Marriage of Heaven and 
Hell: “Thus men forgot that All deities reside in the human breast”. 
That’s all we are trying to say in the Sea of Faith Network, and we are 
trying to say it because to us, at least, it creates meaning out of chaos 
and gives us a faith for the third Christian millenium.
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God as a Creative Process in the Cosmos
Ralph Hetherington

Universalist, September 1984, v. 42, p. 23

Of course our picture of reality is subjective, as is any knowledge 
we claim to have about God or any other topic. It could not be 
anything else.

I have not, for many years, thought of God as a person or as any 
sort of entity. For me, God is a process which we can discern in our 
experience of ourselves, other people and the world around us. Just as 
I am entitled to declare that the chair before me has a certain shape, 
size and colour, and just as an astronomer is entitled to declare that 
the stars in the universe have certain characteristics, so am I entitled 
to declare that I discern a creative process in the long history of 
the cosmos as I understand it. That this is, inevitably, a subjective 
judgement does not in any way detract from its validity.

David Boulton is clearly right when he asserts that “the God 
we observe and experience is inseparable from us”, but then so are 
chairs and stars. Is he also saying that if there were no self-conscious 
awareness in living organisms, there would be no matter, no energy, no 
universe, no cosmos and no God?

What Is the Divine? How Do We Relate to It? 
Raymond Davies

Universalist, June 1999, v. 56, p. 10

I am a member of the Sea of Faith Network—one of Don Cupitt’s 
crew. Friends tell me I should mutiny because it is really the faith all at 
sea. I admit that sometimes I feel that I am “not waving but drowning”. 
However, what am I to do since I can no longer accept the traditional 
view that God is a celestial person who intervenes to heal some people 
but not others and who has consigned millions of sinners to hell?
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The following views may be of some interest. And help to other 
radical Christians (Christian humanists—but labels are libels).

I do not see God as a person but as the Spirit of love in the 
universe. Yet I relate to God in a personal way by promoting good and 
opposing evil. So, Justice demands; Duty calls; God requires.

I Believe: A Statement of Radical Faith
I believe in original blessing rather than original sin and I desire 

to emphasise thanksgiving and not guilt, although we all fall short of 
our ideals. The most important question is not “Are you saved?” but 
“Are you growing—in love?” Historically, we have moved from the 
Age of God Almighty, through the Age of God the Father to the Age 
of God the Spirit. We are just catching up with Jesus who taught us 
that God is Spirit and God is love. As Quakers say, there is that of God 
in everyone. Let us distinguish the spiritual from the supernatural: 
the spiritual having to do with the human spirit—beauty, truth and 
goodness—while the supernatural has to do with agencies supposed to 
be above nature—angels and demons.

I have experienced love which, it seems to me, is not a product of 
the evolutionary process. I see God as a permeating Presence, not a 
controlling Power.

Whatever happens in this life is not determined by God’s plan but 
is encompassed by his love. This is illustrated by the death of Jesus. He 
represented God. His legalised murder was the inevitable result of his 
radical anti-establishment teaching and his way of life. Yet, throughout 
his ordeal, Jesus demonstrated love and forgiveness.

In our relationship with the Divine we can consider four 
components which may be linked:

1. devotional symbols, e.g. the liturgy, icons 
2. metaphysical concepts, e.g. spirit of love 
3. ethical ideals, e.g. compassion
4. inspiration, e.g. beauty of nature, life of Jesus.

In Genesis 1:27 it is written that man is made in the image of God. 
The image of God in me consists of my unique qualities, especially the 
ability to love and create. The only Divine I will ever know in today’s 
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world is the Divine which is taking form in my life. As my unique form 
of the image of God takes shape in me, I come to know the Divine 
which is becoming incarnate in my life. I see truth as a path to be trod, 
not a position to be held! The purpose of life is the pilgrimage.

A Wider View of God
Robert Letts

Universalist, October 1997, v. 51, p. 15

We all know that God is just a word and a label, totally inadequate 
as is all language to convey an understanding of the infinite. For too 
long mankind has clung to an image of God as something separate and 
superior, a being cast in our human image, the perfect father figure in 
fact: for example, ‘Our Father which art in Heaven’.

This is a concept that sits easily in the human mind. It is a useful 
introductory metaphor, but such a limited and separating concept can 
become a hindrance to spiritual progress if accepted as a complete 
and final truth and allowed to fossilize in the collective consciousness 
through many centuries

You Can’t Write a Specification for God
Any attempt to write a specification for God would be merely 

an exercise in human arrogance, inevitably diminishing the reality. 
The human intellect cannot comprehend infinity, and of this fact the 
Buddha was fully aware when he steadfastly refused to use language 
to define God. Is it not time for us to dispense with the traditional 
Christian perception of God which implies a separation between 
creator and the created?

Can we not, indeed should we not, extend the Quaker concept of 
that of God in all people to that of God in all beings? And why not in 
all things, known and unknown? And having come this far, should we 
not say that God is all things, i.e. there is nothing known or unknown 
that is not God? Omnipresent and omniscient are words which come to 
mind as being relevant.
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This changed perception removes all thought of separation and 
aligns with what we have been told about the kingdom of heaven being 
within us—surely meaning that we are it in part, and that we are not 
separate from it.

What more do we need to know? What better approach is there to 
a fuller understanding of the creative and sustaining energy that we 
label so inadequately with the word God?

I Am God, You Are God, So What’s the Difference?
A contemporary avatar tells us. “I am God, you are God; the only 

difference between us is that I am totally aware and you are not”. Jesus 
and the Buddha in their teaching tell us substantially the same. We 
must aim to expand the horizon of our thinking so that what we may 
accept as a possibility in our heads, we can come to believe in our 
hearts.

Everything evolves at its own pace, and we as part of an 
evolving creation should do likewise spiritually. George Fox was the 
adventurous thinker of his time, and if here with us today would 
undoubtedly have more and different things to say.

Transformation 
Richard Acland

Universalist, September 1986, v. 18, p. 3

For at least a hundred years Britain has been a psychologically sick 
society for want of a living religion. A living religion does not depend 
on there being a permanent and perfect expression of ultimate truth. 
Societies may possess and be possessed by living religions whenever 
their religious leaders express the truth in ways that fit the social 
state of the people. Remote tribesmen have been sustained by living 
religions which, to our minds, would seem childish and inadequate. 
Christianity, in its medieval and in its Puritan forms served as a 
living religion in its day. But we have had no living religion in this 
century because the leaders of the church—or, if you will, of the 
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churches—have wholly failed to match the huge expansion in our 
knowledge and understanding by any comparable improvement in the 
ways in which they offer the unchanging truth to the ever changing 
people. Nor will there be any living religion possessing the people of 
Britain except on the yonder side of a New Reformation which will 
hurt many genuine and respectable church-goers as much as the 
bishops, the cardinals and the Pope were hurt by Luther in the early 
1500s.

This raises the question of hurting people. Quakers have such a 
reputation for being peaceful people. But if the message demanded 
by the tiny minorities who are still church-goers actually is the cause 
of the irreligious state of our whole community, is it necessarily un-
Christlike to say things that may hurt the minorities while possibly 
making the eternal truth more accessible to the majority? You will 
recall that Jesus so deeply hurt the respectable synagogue-goers of his 
day that in the end they had to crucify him.

In the time that I can expect you to give to the reading of my 
thoughts, which of the manifold aspects of the necessary Reformation 
can I tentatively put before you?

First it must be quite clearly based on an unambiguous 
proclamation and—as I do not hesitate to say—a positive glorification 
of the sublime and increasingly mysterious process of evolution. This 
is because a glimmering reverence for evolution will often be the first 
tentative step which the secular people of our day will ever take in a 
religious direction.

Next, those who would work for the New Reformation must take 
careful account of the social state of our people. Using a German word 
for which there is no adequate English translation, the Reformers 
must carefully attend to the general Weltanschauung of the irreligious 
people who have today firmly rejected the general message that is 
now reaching them from their churches. It needs to be very clearly 
understood that the vast mass of our contemporaries are religiously 
different in kind from the people who confronted the church in earlier 
days. In the past, the church won its greatest victories amongst pagans; 
and in the Third World, it still does so. But pagans are religious 
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people. They are born with a basic religious attitude to life almost 
as they are born with two eyes and ten toes. From the Christian 
missionaries’ point of view they believed, and believe, in wrong 
religions. But the essential point is that, in pagans, there is no in-built 
road-block preventing them from moving from an inadequate religion 
to a nobler religion. Today the church is confronted, not by pagan, but 
by secular people. These people do not believe in wrong religions; they 
believe in no religion at all. In my view it is useless, and is probably 
even counterproductive, to proclaim Christ to people who do not have 
the foggiest idea of what might be involved in a religious attitude to 
life. Those who would forward the New Reformation will need to be 
armed with a basic religious assertion which may stand a chance of 
acceptance when offered to the secular men and women of our day. 
This basic assertion will not be a complete description of the ultimate 
spiritual destinations where we may hope these people arrive in the 
end through their own experiences. Its modest purpose will be to 
lift people over the watershed between the utterly secular and the 
potentially religious way of living. Let us consider some of the 
necessary facts about the assertion that might meet the needs 
of our day.

One necessary fact is that the basic assertion must not 
include the word God. I think that a very good case could be 
made for the proposition that the word God is today a more 
grievous obstacle to general religious advancement than 
anything else that could possibly be expressed in as few as 
three letters. We are descended from an array of ancestors 
who carried a concept of God as a Big Invisible Man, either 
‘up there’ or ‘out there’. The saints, prophets and mystics, who 
always knew better, were content with this popular concept 
because, as they rightly felt in these days, it lifted the common 
people just a little nearer to ultimate truth than they could 
otherwise come. Suddenly this situation is reversed. The Big 
Invisible Man, far from attracting our contemporaries towards 
the truth, gives them what they want in the most selfish aspects 
of their depths, namely a jolly good rationalisation for rejecting 
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the whole possibility of religion from their lives. In this 
situation it is not enough for the local vicar to say that he never 
tells his congregation that they must think of God as this Big 
Invisible Man. The question is: Does he risk offending some of 
them by unambiguously telling them that they must not? Does 
he say that the word God (if we use it at all) must be understood 
as a shorthand invitation to take up whichever of its possible 
translations may have most meaning for those who hear or 
read? There are plenty of translations available. Paul Tillich, 
(quoted at the core and centre of John Robinson’s Honest to 
God), suggested that people should speak and think instead 
of the depths of their lives, of the source of their deepest concern. 
There are many other available translations. If it helps us, we may 
speak and think of Ultimate Reality, deepest truth, the meaning and 
purpose of life; or we can use the Israelites’ ‘I AM’, or the Hindu 
‘THOU ART THAT’. Or, in a phrase adored by Einstein, we may 
speak and think of the Central Order of Things and Events. Now that 
we have come to the end of the long and relatively safe childhood of 
human civilisations and have embarked on the turbulent adolescence 
of our species, we have to go into battle against the Big Invisible 
Man, and to ask our contemporaries to find a far more adequate 
concept of the eternal truth.

The last point for which I should like to strain your patience 
is that we have quite recently moved from the ontological, and 
into the functional, epoch of human thinking and feeling. I have 
used two long words, and will try to clarify. In the ontological age, 
which stems largely from the classical Greeks, a supreme concern 
was for substance and existence. Whatever they were considering, 
men wanted to know under what categories its existence was to 
be apprehended, of what substance it was made. In fewest words 
they asked: “What is it?” In 381 CE the Roman Empire was torn by 
a religious controversy such as required the emperor to summon a 
conference to settle it. The conference decided, against the Aryans, 
that God the Son is of the same substance, and not of a like substance, 
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with the Father. The Creed, settled some 65 years earlier at Nicaea, 
had to receive an addendum to authenticate the philosophical victory. 
It is quite difficult to think of any question which could be of less 
interest to the secular people of our day, who live in the early decades 
of the functional epoch; or indeed, I would suggest, of less interest 
to Jesus who lived and thought and spoke in the mythological epoch 
which preceded the ontological.

The change from ontological to functional thinking began in the 
middle of the eighteenth century when men had previously supposed 
that fire was a substance which existed in things like wood, coal or 
sulphur so that, with proper treatment, it could be caused to escape. 
Lavoisier established that fire does not exist at all. It is a process in 
which billions of molecules are changing their relationships with 
each other, thus setting up other processes one of which, after passing 
through our eyeballs, enables us to say, quite correctly: ‘A fire is 
burning on the hearth’. The same is true of heat and light and sound 
and gravity. Not one of these exists in any contemporary meaning of 
the word existence; yet, between them they go far to determine our 
relationship to our environment. Or consider electro-magnetism. 
Copper wires and the shaped structures of dynamos and motors exist 
right enough in today’s meaning of the word. But electro-magnetism 
does not. It is a process; it affects relationships; without it, the 
twentieth century would come to a shuddering halt in much less than 
a week. Is the truth of God less significant than electro-magnetism? 
I could continue by asking you to consider several other important 
processes which profoundly affect all our relationships; but you will 
see where my thoughts are leading.

The message now coming from the churches seems to be asking 
the secular people of today whether they believe in the existence of 
God? To this question the functional structure of the contemporary 
mind is almost bound to give a negative answer. And this negative 
answer is joyously approved by all the powerful subconscious selfish 
aspects of our human nature. It enables the men of our day to reject 
the very idea of there being a profound religious dimension to human 
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existence. Our contemporaries are therefore left with their intellects 
and their emotions; and you can see and read the disastrous results 
through the mass media.

Our basic religious assertion therefore needs to be put forward in 
the process-and-relationship thought forms of our emergent epoch, 
and not in the substance-and-existence thought forms of an age 
which is dead. Having expressed the need, I must do my feeble best 
to meet it by offering a basic affirmation which might lead some of 
our contemporaries over that watershed between the secular and the 
religious understanding of life. Here it is:

Each of us may be considered as a tiny conscious cell within the 
whole. We should expect there to be a relation of some kind, therefore, 
between the processes that go on in each and the far greater process 
that moves through the whole. In traditional language we are looking 
at what is both transcendent and immanent. The relationship between 
the two is one of invitation or call or challenge. Each of us, by giving 
or withholding attention, can to some extent promote or inhibit the 
development of this relationship.

Both the inside and the outside processes seem to be directed 
towards greater unity and greater consciousness. The concern of each 
should therefore be to explore for greater consciousness and unity on 
the inside; and to participate, necessarily in the smallest way, in the 
process that is going on within the whole. This will require each to 
comprehend, as far as may be, the point that has been reached by the 
eternal process at this particular moment in time. Each will try to be 
available and useful in forwarding the eternal process in so far as it 
has made itself known. Participation in the process will quite certainly 
require service to others, founded on love; it is bound to lead, at some 
points, to suffering and loss. It may well lead to what the secular world 
will call total defeat.

I am not commending any of my precise words. The whole could 
be better expressed by someone whose religious experience was 
deeper, and whose ability in written English was greater, than mine. 
But I make three points about it.
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First, it does not attempt to state a religious destination. It offers 
no more than a religious starting point and suggests that those who 
will start from here, or from hereabouts, will be open to meet Jesus in 
their own experience later on. If some instead meet Allah or Jahweh 
or Gautama Buddha, what of it? All these are on the same side as 
Jesus against the crass materialism, the arid intellectualism and the 
rampant individualism of the present age.

Next, the proposed assertion is a flat repudiation of the 
understanding of religion which is offered to us, for example, by the 
leader-writers on The Times. They, and others, assert that religion is 
a self-centred matter for each individual soul without any relation to 
the vast and challenging events that are going on all around us. My 
basic assertion is fully in line with the long Judaeo-Christian tradition 
which perceives God as active in history and knows that the challenge 
of the Holy Spirit is directed to us in and through the actual social 
situation of today.

Lastly, the proposed assertion is a total and unambiguous rejection 
of the philosophy of Individualism which has ruled our western world 
ever since its creative onset in the late 1500s. The true Individualist 
does not regard himself or herself as no more than a tiny conscious 
cell within a far greater whole, does not understand that human 
purpose and human worth depend on one’s almost infinitesimally 
small contribution to a far greater on-going eternal purpose. The true 
Individualist sees the meaning and purpose of life as the maximum 
possible personal and intellectual and material development of his 
or her own self which goes on in separation from, and almost in 
opposition to, the vast mass of others by whom we are all surrounded.

Please notice, too, that in the last thousand years in western 
Europe, there has not been just the one great outburst; there have 
been two great outbursts of all-round social creativity. One of these 
was indeed promoted by the onset of Individualism which, in its turn, 
depended on the preceding religious Reformation. The other great 
outburst of social creativity with the establishment of medievalism 
in the eleventh century which, in its turn, depended on the immense 
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religious movement known as the Cluniac Revival of the tenth 
century. And notice a worrying piece of arithmetic. The medieval 
period, from its creative outburst to its corrupt dead end, spanned five 
hundred years. The creative outburst of Individualism happened five 
hundred years ago. Am I suggesting that we now live in the corrupt 
dead end of the Individualist period? Yes, I am. And there will be no 
creative escape from ever-increasing social disintegration except on 
the other side of a New Reformation, some of whose aspects have been 
suggested here.

Divine Humility
Gunnar Sundberg

Universalist, February 1998, v. 52, p. 12

One of the problems that any Quaker must face in our days is what 
kind of picture we have of God. Maybe we have no picture at all. And 
if so, is it better for us, all round, not to have any picture? Should we 
concentrate seriously on the energy-flow as a divine Spirit, and should 
we play down the ideas of the will of God and the love of God? But 
we—or at least our children—so far have found it necessary to have 
some idea about the origin of the love. Human beings need pictures.

It seems to me that for a few generations, at least, it is unrealistic 
to discard all images. They will turn up subconsciously, anyway. But 
what we can do—and what seems to fit the universalist thinking—is 
to diversify the image of God. It is impossible to go on imagining God 
as a fearful judge or as a majestic grandfather. But if we, as universalist 
Quakers, wish to emphasize our closeness to other religions, we 
should open our hearts for many different pictures of God. And I 
am confident that this is possible. In 1951 I acquired my copy of The 
Eternal Smile by the Swedish Nobel Prize winner Par Lagerkvist 
(Chatto and Windus, UK 1971) and since that year a very special 
image of God has been uppermost in my mind.
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Here follows a summary of that cosmic saga where all the dead 
people of this planet have been sitting together in the darkness talking 
to one another. After a very long time, however, they make up their 
minds to visit God. [The saga is called]

An Old Man Sawing Wood
They went on and on; they did not arrive. They went on and 
on, hundreds of years, thousands of years; they did not arrive. 
Then they thought how tremendous this was that they were 
doing.

Then at last they saw far off a feeble light. It shone steadily, 
but so feebly it could scarcely be distinguished amid all the 
darkness.

It was a little lantern with dusty glasses, casting a quiet light 
around it. Under it stood an old man sawing wood. They 
could see that it was God.

“You stand there sawing wood”, they said. He made no reply. 
He wiped his mouth with the back of his rough hand, looking 
about him timidly.

“I am a simple man”, he began at last in a submissive voice. 
“We can see that”, said the leaders. “Yes, we can see that”, 
said all the others, all the millions of millions, as far away as 
you could imagine them.

“You have vouchsafed us the intimation that in suffering our 
life became great and precious, precious to eternity and God. 
You have let us languish, despair, perish. Why, why?”
“All you have wanted is life, nothing more, only life over and 
over again to no purpose. Why, why?”
He answered quietly, “I have done the best I could. I only 
intended that you need never be content with nothing”.
Gradually, the weeping ceased. Gentleness and peace came 
over them, as it does after a shower in summer, when the 



62 The Quaker Universalist Reader #3

earth lies damp in the sun, clearer and as if nearer than 
before. And they understood that their visit to God was 
fulfilled.

Apart from the peculiarities of God as Par Lagerkvist pictured 
him, and apart from the opening up to other religions of the 
stereotyped Christian God, it is important to show that the idea of 
humility can exist in a culture that for centuries continued to despise 
humility. If ever we shall be able to abandon the colonial attitude, 
it seems necessary to foster a different image of the divine. Thus, 
indirectly, universalism may help to put a stop to the global terrorism 
of unrestricted western economy.

Also, to an old work-camper, it is inspiring to picture God as an 
individual who works with his hands rather than pointing a finger at 
that which should be done.

Which God Speaks to You? 
Joy Weaver

Universalist Friends, Spring 1984, v. 2, p. 3

If Friends truly believe in seeking the Light, we must be open to 
those whose Light shines along paths that we ourselves have not trod. 
I cannot believe that the Light shines only along well-worn paths 
created by 300 years of Friends’ travels. 

We must not stifle the growth of the Society of Friends by 
canonizing historic precepts and shutting out the leadings of those 
whose paths differ from historic Friends’ theology. My own upbringing 
was Jewish and I remain a firm monotheist. My God is universal and 
essentially unknowable, yet accessible. The power of that God speaks 
to me. Yet, if another Friend hears the powerful voice of Christ or 
of the Buddha or Mohammed or Lao Tse, who am I to say that that 
message is less valid than the one I may receive? 
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The universal God speaks in many voices. If we do not remain 
open to all of them, we may fail to hear the most important message 
that will ever be sent to us. How can we know unless we are listening 
and seeking and growing? 

The New Christianity
Hilary Wakeman

Universalist, February 2003, v. 67, p. 13

(This article was published in the ‘Rite and Reason’ column of 
The Irish Times on 7 May 2002. It was addressed to a general Irish 
readership, presumed largely Christian, so naturally it was not 
written with a Quaker readership in mind. We reprint it here with the 
permission of The Irish Times and the author. Editor [of Universalist in 
2003])

Most people believe in God. Most people pray, at least sometimes. 
Yet the Christian Church is dying.

Part of this is a general lack of enthusiasm for belonging to 
any organisation. Part of it is a disenchantment with hierarchical, 
authoritarian or sexist structures. But at the root of the decline is a 
change in belief about God. And almost nobody is talking about it.

A crisis in the churches, Catholic and Protestant, is boiling up 
underground and is beginning to break through here and there. The 
imminent ‘heresy trial’ of the Church of Ireland’s Dean of Clonmac—
noise is one of the eruptions. It shows clearly that the crisis is about 
the difference between intellectual expressions of faith and more 
intuitive ways of expressing it.

Using the Right Side of the Brain
It is with the intuitive right side of the brain that people experience 

God: which is why so many find they are nearer to God in nature. It is 
with the right-brain that we appreciate beautiful cathedrals, religious 
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art and music. Yet organised worship is left-brain fodder, rational and 
wordy: prayers, readings, creeds, homilies.

“By love God may be caught and held; by thinking, never,” says 
the anonymous 14th century writer of The Cloud of Unknowing. Here 
is the crux of the matter: all credal statements about God have come 
from the analytical side of the human brain, and with that left-side 
they are now heard by church-goers and church-refusers alike. Yet the 
impulse to make those statements must have come originally from 
right-side experiences of the reality of God.

Over past decades many writers, preachers and teachers have 
been signalling the need for new thinking. Many clergy and laypeople 
have privately adapted what they were taught and go on playing 
‘The Emperor’s New Clothes’. For the sake of others, or for material 
security, they ‘see’ what in truth they know is not there. There is a loss 
of integrity and, for some, feelings of guilt. Faith and worship cannot 
flourish in such a climate.

New Ways of Stating Old Truths
The way through all of this must surely be to find new ways of 

stating the old truths, to find what they were really expressing two 
thousand years ago and re-express them in ways not untrue to our 
present understanding. Concepts such as the divinity of Jesus, the 
Fall, Atonement and Resurrection stop rational and educated people 
from signing up to Christianity. By clinging to two-thousand-year-
old concepts—which we do in no other area of our lives—the church 
deters people from becoming followers of Christ and part of a God-
centred community.

The prime concept is the divinity of Jesus Christ. To say that ‘Jesus 
is God’ is a left-brain, concrete statement. Divine, full stop. Black/
white: yes or no? true or untrue? To rationalists, not possible. But 
looking from the right-side we might say: there is something of God in 
every human being; in some people there is a lot of God; in Jesus there 
was so much of God that his followers couldn’t see where Jesus ended 
and God began. So the word divine began to be used of him.
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Talk of ‘the Third Person of the Trinity’ is left-brain thinking, 
solid imagery, a person. It is difficult not to visualise him/her/it as 
another being in a nightie. But seen from the intuitive right-side, 
‘God’s spirit’ is not one of three people inside God but another way of 
saying ‘God’s influence’.

All those other rigid, rationally worked out concepts—the 
Resurrection, the Atonement, the authority of the scriptures, sin and 
forgiveness—all can be read in a new way, consonant with our present 
knowledge of ourselves and our world. They can be expressed with 
integrity, not going against reason but giving value to that which lies 
beyond mere reasoning, in the realm of art and poetry and intuition.

If these ancient formulations can be let go, and we can allow God 
to be greater than anything we can control with our thinking, then 
Christians will be truly the monotheists we think we are but have not 
been. We can get back to the God that Jesus knew and taught others 
to know. We will still be Christians, as followers of the teachings and 
example of Jesus, the Christ, ‘the anointed one’. We can be in touch 
with his spirit because it is part of us and can be related to, just as the 
spirits of beloved friends are part of us beyond their deaths. We can 
continue to share bread and wine together in remembrance of him 
and know his presence in that commemoration. Other sacraments, 
liturgies, scriptures will come alive because we will be contacting 
them out of a fresh sense of truth, not with our fingers crossed behind 
our backs. Christianity will live.

But first we need to talk openly and honestly with each other.



CHAPTER 3:  
SPIRITUAL EXPERIENCES

Believing
Alfred Roberts

Universalist Friends, Spring 1990, v. 14, p. 13

On my way through Washington Square in Philadelphia on a 
sunny day in February, I passed an older woman sitting alone on a 
bench. She was dressed stylelessly and inadequately for the cold, and 
it was evident that she lived marginally. She talked loudly to herself 
as I approached, and as I passed she looked just beyond me and said 
with a broad smile, “See, they’re making a nest.” I turned and saw two 
pigeons, one with a thin stem in its mouth. “That’s right,” I said to her, 
“that’s what they’re doing.” Still smiling and with a doting inflection 
she said, “Aa-ah.”

My briefly known friend was probably psychotic, living alone and 
on welfare but, in spite of the bleakness of her circumstances, she was 
experiencing a joy in the prospect of these commonly despised birds 
taking part in the miracle of the creation of life, something that she 
herself may never have been able to do. I too was pleased about the 
pigeons and pleased that I could be a part of this woman’s brief joy.

We talk about the mystical or the spiritual as though it were quite 
separate from the business of everyday living. But was not what this 
woman and I experienced in our brief encounter with each other and 
the pigeons a mystical event? Was it not equivalent in kind, if not 
necessarily in quantity, to peak events which come to us in church, in 
the wilderness, or in loving one another?

An ideal among Quakers and members of other faiths is to 
experience in a worshipful sense the continuing immanence of God 
in our daily existence. This experience I would interpret to be that 
intuitive sense which tells us that life is not as Macbeth felt, “ . . . a 
tale told by an idiot signifying nothing,” but that it is an incredible 
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miracle to be wondered at and revered minute by minute. Certainly 
all of us, “believers” or “nonbelievers,” have this heightened sense of 
meaning from time to time, and this being so I would say that there is 
truly no such thing as an atheist. Because we feel these things, if only 
transiently, we are then believers whether we know it or not.

Pray for Good Dreams
Frances Exley

Universalist, January 1988, v. 22, p. 16

These moments of awareness—people call them peak 
experiences—are indeed universal. But there are so many of them! I 
am looking forward to when more and more people will have them. 
What we dream of, we get. Let us pray for good dreams!

In my person (and I am not sure always of being a separate person, 
called by my name), awareness means becoming something else, as I 
am taken over. It also means trying to hear what the presence is telling 
me. I have never felt my life had changed because of it, because I never 
felt surprised when it happened, as it seems quite natural as I know it 
is there. Of course I don’t know what I am talking about, as my senses 
are so limited.

I have had—like most people—these awarenesses all my life, since 
childhood. I can’t write them all down, but can recall them all. Most 
have been of a pleasant, reassuring, loving kind; only one was like a 
terror. Lucky me!

The sweetest was the last. In 1969, I was sitting in a Jumbo plane 
on a return journey from Australia. It had been a very long break—five 
months or so—with my brother and sister-in-law. I felt my heart was 
breaking going back home and not seeing my brother again ever (but 
I did!). Also, I was afraid about how I could cope back home with my 
sick husband, my own health, being poor, and all the rest of it.

It felt like warmth, light, and a joking, reassuring, loving embrace. 
The lady next to me asked me what I was thinking about as I said 
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“Thank you, darling!” over and over again. Embarrassed, I told her it 
was a dream. But it was not. It was a definite presence. My fear had 
gone, just like that; nothing seemed of true importance, as everything 
was all right. I also thought, “I don’t need all these clothes!”—as I had 
everything I could want. I am a worrier and anxious, but for quite a 
few months after that experience I was held up by a feeling of being 
protected.

I am aware psychologically that I had been perhaps comforting 
myself. Also, that all so-called ‘awarenesses’ may come from inside 
ourselves. . . .

God: Polarities-in-Synthesis
Elizabeth M. Angas

Universalist, October 2005, v. 75, p. 11

In 1979, when I was 44, 1 had a near death experience (NDE). In 
this article, I wish to try to explain what I learnt during the NDE, 
i.e., what I seemed to be being taught. I have not been able to do this 
before because the communication was wordless. That is, I ‘received’ 
knowledge without language. I did not hear anything. No one spoke to 
me. It now feels important, however, twenty-two years later, to try to 
share and to pass on to others the material which I received.

Although I learnt something (i.e. was taught it), it was as if I 
have always known it but had forgotten, or that the knowledge had 
previously been in little fragmented bits and so unavailable to me. So 
it was as if I was being reminded and re-connected in order that the 
knowledge could become integrated and consolidated within me. It 
seemed it was therefore about me, myself, no longer being fragmented 
(even though at the time I was above my body!) but confirming instead 
that I was a joined-up whole-body, mind, feelings and spirit, because I 
always am ‘my true essence’.

The communication happened all at once and spontaneously, 
like an ‘ah-ha’ experience. Like a sudden insight—a Gestalt. However, 
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paradoxically, there seemed to be all the time in the world, so that I 
felt I understood about eternity and infinity. I was very happy lingering 
there, taking it all in and eager to absorb what I was learning (yet not 
being striving or ambitious, as I usually am with learning). It was 
relaxed and peaceful, so I could just let it sweep over me and through 
me.

It was not like receiving intellectual knowledge but more like being 
enveloped in Love. I was in the presence of Love, and Love was doing 
the communicating. A huge Abundance was being re-triggered in me. 
I knew it was all about my becoming the Love I had always been (but 
had forgotten) and about my being able to manifest the compassion 
that is my true nature (but of which I had been unaware).

The communication seemed to contain ‘all that there is to know, 
ever’. I received all the answers to all the big questions—was able to 
fathom all mysteries. There was no more ‘fear of the unknown’, no 
more disturbance, illness or chaos. Instead, everything was suddenly 
very clear—I had become a Huge Clarity and Wholesomeness. Again 
I was in the presence of the ‘clear-whole’ who was the communicator. 
And I was realising that in my true essence I am this Whole, Clarity, 
Love, Abundance, Compassion and all that was being conveyed to 
me. I am one with it all. So although I have now forgotten most of the 
details of this ‘knowledge’, a sort of précis has remained ever since. All 
is one, All is Whole, and I need to just ‘be’.

During the communication, which was a gradual realisation but 
which happened, nevertheless, as a complete whole, spontaneously, I 
became ‘fully, consciously aware’. This very alert, very clear and very 
intentioned state has remained available ever since. I can become 
‘willing and witting with my antennae aquiver’, as I call it, whenever 
I need to be or am guided to be. Thus I have a way of accessing where 
I was in my NDE. I can again become tuned in, able to wait quietly to 
make the right decision, listening to inner promptings and choosing 
wisely because I am being guided, or channelled, by Cosmic-Wisdom 
or Universal-Intuition, two names I now have for God. Much later, 
after the NDE, when as a result of it I had been led to become a 
Quaker, I realised that this was a ‘change of consciousness’ state. It is 
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that state which is accessed in a ministry or when meditating, healing 
or discerning the will of the Holy Spirit, what Quakers call ‘leadings’. 

One of the things I came to understand during the communication 
was that there are no dualities and no reductionism (I did not then 
know these terms), so these are person-made (earthly) distortions of 
how things really are—the Truth. So I learnt that there is no ‘either 
heaven or Earth’, no ‘either matter or spirit’, and so on. Instead it is 
‘both/and’, not ‘either/or’. We are each a Whole-Oneness with all other 
creatures, persons, plants and the Earth, as well as being a Whole-
Oneness with the spirit world. It is a seamless completeness.

I learnt that I am on a spiritual journey in eternity and infinity. 
At present my earthly, bodily part of this journey started in the 
spirit-world which nevertheless is ‘The Whole’. I realised, during 
the communication of the NDE, that I had become incarnated with 
‘a meaning and purpose’ to complete on Earth. I have tasks to fulfil 
before I can leave my body, to again become pure spirit. These tasks 
may take several lifetimes where I move in and out of Earth but am 
‘be’-ing in the Whole, always in the here-and-now.

So, even whilst on the Earth, I am (and each of us is) the ‘Whole-
in-the-part’, the Whole within my own individuality. Each of us is not 
just a part of the Whole but is also The Whole in our true essence, the 
part that can move between Earth and the spirit world and which is 
independent of the body yet can use the body, mind and feelings as 
a vehicle. This Whole-Essence is what I now call my Higher-Self or 
the Inner-Divinity, or what Quakers call the ‘that-of-God-within’. So, 
I believe it is synonymous with what I now mean by the immanent 
God, immanent in the Whole, as the Whole. And this is why I now 
sometimes call God ‘Polarities-in-Synthesis’. 
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Where to Find the Oneness
Sally Rickerman

Universalist, June 2000, v. 59, p. 25

I have learned experimentally that if and when I give myself 
space and quiet, I can tap into unity with all creatures and aspects of 
our Earth and our cosmos. The easiest place for me to do this is in 
Meeting for Worship, for it is in this location that I can most clearly 
hear from whence the words of others come, rather than permitting 
their spoken words to interfere with my unity with them.

I was thrilled recently to have these feelings validated when I read 
Geoffrey Holyland’s Use of Silence, where he says that God does not 
speak to any of us in words, that we are spoken to through grace, and 
the words that result, however deeply and truly they may be inspired 
are still our words, human words from the vocabulary of everyday 
life. And grace is what I strive to hear from others, rather than to 
be constricted by their words or by their particular theological 
understandings.

There are other special locations beyond the Meetinghouse, 
where I have the same sense of belonging to all others. These are 
where it is evident that those who have preceded me have themselves 
reached out to that which is universal and divine. These sites are 
those of the great cathedrals of Christianity, the Acropolis of the 
pagan Greeks, the currycombed Hindu ashram of Gandhi, and the 
pre-Celt Stonehenge. I cannot believe, since I feel such unity with 
those who created these places special to their faith, that their 
God and my God are not one and the same. We differ only in our 
interpretation and cultural understanding, not in grace.

The third class of location is the one which occurs in the midst 
of the indifferent vehemence of ‘natural’ forces, when it seems as if 
I am no more than a mindless leaf tossing about in a violent storm. 
Here, I have felt at one with the universal Uniter, the Spirit able to 
lift us up and beyond our limited selves to the heights which we do 
not know that we can attain. For here, in these violences of ‘nature’, 
I am whittled down to size, appearing to be as infinitesimal and 
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insignificant as any trivial unit can possibly be. It is as if I were 
merely a single drop of water absorbed without trace in all the oceans 
of the world, one grain of sand merged—indistinguishable—with all 
others on all the beaches on this Earth, or the lone ant working in 
isolation in its towering hill.

Yet, even as I intellectually discern this apparent loss of 
separateness and uniqueness, I find in this loss that which is 
exhilarating, uplifting and quickening; my sense of the universal unity 
with all. I find in the experience the knowledge that each drop of 
water is more than just a single isolated drop, for together with other 
drops—all necessary—they form magnificent oceans; that our vast 
land mass arises from the collection of all grains of sand; and that even 
the huge and amazing ant hills of Africa depend on each and every ant 
for their size and efficient functioning.

The Bridge of Grace

Bill Walley

Universalist, June 2003, v. 68, p. 11

A few years ago, I was deep into the silence of Meeting for 
Worship when an image of a narrow, steep-sided gorge came into my 
mind. High in the gorge was a graceful masonry-arch bridge. Being 
a former bridge engineer, I started to imagine how the bridge had 
been constructed. Several possibilities came to mind, but the most 
likely seemed to be that it had been supported by a temporary wooden 
framework (or formwork as it is referred to by engineers). If so, the 
stonework would have been placed on the archshaped formwork block 
by block, starting from the two abutments and finishing with the 
placing of the keystone in the centre. During construction, the scene 
would have been quite unsightly, as most bridge construction works 
are. But after the laying of the keystone, the temporary supports, 
having become redundant, would have been removed. Thus, the scene 
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would have been slowly transformed from an unsightly mess to one of 
graceful beauty.

These images appeared to me to be a metaphor for our inner 
journey towards that state of grace we all seek. I saw the partially 
constructed bridge as the incomplete state of spiritual development 
that most of us exist in. In this state we support our spirituality with 
a whole host of religious notions, ethical principles, choice passages 
from favoured texts, poetry and music. Without these props our 
incomplete ‘bridge of grace’ is in danger of collapse. But once the 
bridge is complete, when that state of grace is finally achieved, all 
strivings cease, and our props give way to an all embracing sense of 
knowing that lies beyond reason. This is the common experience of 
mystics of all ages, that as we achieve grace or nirvana (call it what 
you may), all former props become redundant and fall away to reveal 
the beauty of the true Self. However, if we fail to maintain the bridge, 
through lack of attention to our Self, or we overload it with excessive 
outward activity, it may deteriorate to the point where the props have 
to be reinstalled.

Less than a week after I ministered to this effect in Meeting, my 
wife and I were walking up the Vintgar Gorge in Slovenia, and there 
above us was a beautiful masonry-arch bridge, very much like the 
one I had visualised. Just past the bridge was a log cabin that sold 
refreshments. We went in to buy ice creams and there on the walls 
of the cabin was a series of photographs showing how the bridge had 
been constructed—the erection of temporary formwork and its final 
removal to reveal a graceful arch bridge.

This could have been a remarkable coincidence, but my mind 
has remained open on this matter, and I am left with a lasting sense 
of mystery that I do not seek to explain. The metaphor itself is as 
meaningful to me today as it was then. Sadly, having once completed 
the bridge, I overloaded it and failed to maintain it. It is now a ruin 
that I am struggling to restore.
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A Goddess Called “The Silence,” 
Rhyannan

Universalist Friends, February 2006, v. 43, p. 17

 When I started coming to Meeting for Worship 31 years ago, I 
was not looking for a Goddess—or even a God, for that matter. It was 
enough to “feel” the Silence, the deeper meanings of the ministry for 
me (no matter what religious “Mother Tongue” it was given in), and the 
Spirit working within me. 

I knew, even younger as I went to Bible study class (against my 
parents’ wishes), that I was not a Christian. This “older brother” 
named Jesus had deep personal significance for me, but not as a 
Christian “god,” or even the “son” of one. It wasn’t until 7 years later 
that I discovered that I was Wiccan—a personal spiritual path that I 
can now trace back to my earliest memories. At that time, there were 
almost no books, no available established traditions. I had to work 
out what being Wiccan meant on my own (and with the help of a few 
friends). Just as my childhood relationship with this “older brother” 
called Jesus—and my “other mother,” the Moon—never caused any 
sense of division or conflict in me, neither did my being Wiccan and 
Quaker, although I did keep silent about my more Wiccan perspective 
in Meeting for Worship (that is, I often refused to minister against the 
quaking because of what I knew I would say). Still, I wasn’t consciously 
attempting to find the Goddess in Quakerism. It was enough that 
“God-language” was not overly used, and I understood what it meant 
to be moved by the Spirit. 

Over time however, I did become disquieted about the more subtle 
bias towards male-principle symbols in Quaker language. The Spirit, 
the Light, “moving/guiding/leading” us, “the voice within,” “that of 
God within us all,” the way forward, “leadings” —all of these words/
phrases imply attributes of the God (note: “the God,” not “God” —the 
polaric equal of the Goddess). The language of the Soul—“shaping/
molding/in-filling” us, the wholism/ocean on which we are the 
surface ripples, or “the Divine which we are in”—is rarely used, and 
the infinitely rich “darkness” retains its patriarchal value of evil/
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bad/mistaken/de-pressed/devouring. Still, I was not looking for the 
Goddess Herself in Quakerism. 

Until one day quite recently, I noticed that I had heard Friends 
repeatedly state that “the Silence is not the point, only the medium.” 
Although I understood what they meant, my soul cried out “Mother, 
will this always be Your fate—to be degraded to the “mere vessel”? 
This cry returned during a Meeting for Worship, and I realized that 
I had found her, probably (albeit unknowingly) at the very beginning 
of my journey within Quakers. I hadn’t recognized her, because of my 
own inner obsession with the wa/onderings of her Spirit/Light son. 
Her name is The Silence. 

She is the deep soothing cradle that I (attempt to) settle into when 
Meeting for Worship begins. Silence is not merely an absence of noise, 
but a sense of deep and infinitely volumer Presence—one that cannot 
be defined by, or limited to, “thing-ness” (noise, or otherwise). Even 
nothingness empties itself into No-thing-ness; not a lack of Presence, 
but rather ultimate Presence, where the illusionary “lines” of thing-
ness—of distinctive object, thought, concept, outer senses—dissolve. 
For me, worship begins with a dissolving into the Silence, allowing 
her to cradle me, making it safe for me to loosen myself from the 
boundaries of daily/mundane concerns. 

She is the Soul of our souls that embraces us, individually and 
collectively, in-filling us with the infinite potentiality she enfolds, 
allowing us to loose the fetters of the matterized time/space where all 
becomes possible. John Punshon, in “Encounters with Silence” states 
(rightly, I believe) that “Silence is defined from the outside, stillness 
from within” (p. 8), but goes on to declare that “Silence is simply a 
preparation for being still, the means of worship, not the worship 
itself” (p. 11). I disagree (although I admit that the disagreement may 
be mostly semantics). Stillness, to my mind, is the means by which 
we attune to the Silence, the emptying of inner busyness so that our 
psyches are freed to resonate with the Silence that enfolds us. Nature 
(physical or psychic) abhors a vacuum: as we empty ourselves of 
our internal busyness, Silence rushes in to fill us with her Presence. 
Thus are we touched in the most intimate and all-inclusive of 
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ways—similarly, but more profoundly than sex. When Silence truly 
“in-fills” and “touches” the Meeting for Worship, all present are re-
connected in a way that may exist deep below conscious awareness, 
but can be felt. 

It is she who “gathers” a room full of diverse individuals into a 
“gathered Meeting.” Within a Meeting for Worship, Silence weaves a 
tapestry of our thoughts, feelings and very lives, which goes “beyond 
the veil” of Maya (the necessary illusion of separate things/beings and 
actions); a liminal space in which we are able to become “re-solved” 
beyond mind; the net/web where we are able to “in-fuse” beyond self. 
As we open ourselves to her Presence within, we also become aware of 
how deeply we are within her. The sense of this tapestry, this Presence, 
can be become almost tangible when a Meeting for Worship is truly 
gathered. 

She is with/in us, as if an unspeakable calm wisdom saturates our 
very souls; as if the ocean of this blue planet and the depths of deep 
space sing within every atom of our being. We cannot speak of Her 
except in metaphors—as ifs—for her very nature defies all lines, edges, 
boundaries, and therefore, definitions. Silence is the deep penetrating 
song of the universe—a Shimmering vibration—from which all 
melodies arise like ripples on the surface of the ocean. We mistakenly 
define silence as “not sound”: true Silence is pre-sound, the “beyond” 
which engenders and gestates sound. Likewise, we are mistaken—in 
our human bias towards that which moves—about true stillness, 
which is not “not movement,” but pre-movement; the potentiality 
for all movement, Shimmering. Thus, we also tend to degrade pure 
Presence, as “not power” and therefore, not active: Presence is Power 
Being, Shimmering—Itself, and all of Itself, rather than separated into 
directed instances of “doing.” She is that which cradles and infuses the 
Meeting for Worship with the power of Divine Potentiality. The true 
implication of worship for me is opening one’s self to this power. 

She is that which draws us, individually and collectively, deeper 
and deeper into the “well” of Meeting for Worship, fed from her own 
Being. Here we are not only nurtured and re-newed/vived, and share 
nurturing with one another, but our own mundane boundaries, like 
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rivers, flood outwards to merge with the oceans of the World Soul. This 
Presence/Power has no shape/form—nothing that we can grasp by 
hand, sight, or word. She is utter Darkness—the Darkness that held all 
creation before its birth, that surrounds and in-fills the universe and 
to which all this Universe’s denizens will return when Its particular 
“story” has been told. In the depth of the Silence in Meeting for 
Worship, our hearts and minds may flood outward to embrace not 
only all that has ever been, is, or will be, but its very source. 

She is that which we can “know,” when we open ourselves to 
be “touched,” in an embrace to which “inner” and “outer” become 
irrelevant. In her, Deep calls to Deep, for she is the Soul of our souls. 
This Presence/Power is that whose “centre is everywhere and 
circumference is nowhere”; whose Shimmering penetrates all that has 
shape/form and all that does not. We have no words to describe this 
Connectedness that extends to the elusive edges of Deep Space, so we 
hint at it through terms like “waves” and “echoes.” And paradoxically, 
it is the sense of echoes, even of stillness “bouncing” back from the 
elusive edges and wrapping like living waves around and through us 
that sings the deepest of all lullabies: “you are not alone: never alone.” 

We should not be surprised. This Shimmering is the essential 
paradox from which the universe is created—galaxy, star, planet, and 
all living beings—in which Maya, the necessary illusion of shape and 
boundary, enfolds pockets of this Shimmering-full “empty” space; 
enfolded and nested always, themselves, by that (ever-volumer) 
Shimmering-full, “empty” space. Meeting for Worship is an instance, 
a time/space pocket, of “Shimmering-full” existing within and without 
each individual and the Meeting as a whole. 

She is the womb in which her Spirit/Light son is born; the World 
he is born into; and the Tomb that he must return to in order to 
transform—for the Spirit is alive, and being alive means change and 
transformation: and the Spirit, which we understand as moving 
us within a Meeting for Worship, is the spirit of the “perfectly 
transformable,” that which is eternally “resurrection” to new Light. 
Ministry, whether held within or spoken, is a Light that is drawn into 
the “discernable” from the Darkness, a movement (of soul/heart/mind) 
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that is activated within the Stillness, a message that is given shape 
within the “in-describable.” 

Ministry is born from Silence: he is her child, her Son, for the Son 
is that which carries the Silence’s gifts to the world of Light—the world 
of shapes and boundaries, and words. When ministry “speaks” to/for 
the worshipping community, immediately or over time, it is her Son’s 
“guiding voice” —carrying us through the death of old boundaries 
(personal patterns, cultural paradigms, etc.). It is the transformation 
within the tomb/womb of the All-Soul (the eternally creating 
Silence/Darkness) and the resurrection into new understandings and 
paradigms, commitment to “out-picturing/living” them in our world. 
Thus, Meeting for Worship, as an intentional pocket of Shimmering-
full, is the womb which gives birth to “new Light,” and the leadings of 
the Spirit. 

Her Shimmering reveals Truth, for illusionary and superficial 
trappings fall away in the intentional presence of that universal 
vibration. Truth is often described as being “naked.” I would suggest 
that this is intended to imply that it has been stripped of all of the 
conflicts and confusing choices that a time/space reality insists upon. 
Truth is not a thing that can be grasped in a hand, or shaped into 
words: rather, it is a quality, that which finds resonance with/in the 
whole of the universe. 

In Quaker tradition, quaking is the sign that a ministry has found 
that resonance and is to be shared with the Meeting community. 
Could it be that this quaking is the Shimmering in-filling us at the 
bodily level in order to “rev” up the energy required to give birth to a 
message of “truth” in the spoken word? For many Friends, the quaking 
may occur both before and after, or only after, the message is given. 
When it does, or when the message we have given leads us ourselves 
to even deeper/further understandings during the rest of the Meeting 
for Worship, the truth-value of the message has been confirmed, 
and we are assured that we have “caught” something of its universal 
resonance. 

She is “that which is attained at the end of desire” (end of the 
Wiccan “Charge of the Goddess”): She is the Home of our souls, where 
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we find not only rest and renewal, but re-connect to, and re-integrate 
with, that Divine Wholism. When a Meeting for Worship has truly 
been cradled by the Silence, touched by the Shimmering, and given 
birth to new Light (internally, or outwardly in the form of spoken 
ministry), there is a sense of deep satisfaction and calm as it comes to 
a close. 

No, we have not solved all of the world’s problems, or even 
our own, but there is a sense of having come home (which can be 
described as re-connecting to the deepest sense of “belonging-ness”) 
not in spite of, but rather because of it, our spirits feel prepared to 
venture out into the world again and meet its challenges with an open 
heart, a clarified mind, and an embracing soul. 

The Source of Our Spirituality
Anna S. Morris

Universalist Friends, Spring 1986, v. 6, p. 14

The validity of the QUF idea that the source of our Spirituality can 
be known in many different ways was clarified for me by the following 
experiences.

In the Yasodhara Ashram in British Columbia, Canada, I was 
participating in a guided meditation on the Buddha. With my eyes 
closed, a face of the Buddha filled my vision. His eyes were also closed. 
Serene, calm, gentle, immobile he gave the feeling of complete bliss. 
Suddenly, his face vanished and in its place appeared the figure of a 
lithe, well-built American Indian, tall and straight, with clear eyes, 
an eager, alert expression, serious and full of wisdom. He stood in the 
center of a wide plain, mountains in the distance, the blue bowl of 
sky above; his quiet stance gave a sense of his complete unity with the 
world around him. Then he vanished and the Buddha returned.

My time at the Ashram had been meaningful in presenting 
another approach to the divine. I wrote several haiku about my 
experiences with this eastern religious tradition. Later I decided to 
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choose a few to share with friends as a holiday greeting. I woke in the 
middle of the night after making this decision and felt an inner urge 
to go to my typewriter. In the space of a half hour at least a dozen 
haiku dealing with Jesus Christ, Mary and Martha, a mustard seed, 
anger, love and compassion came into being. The force of these verses 
astonished me.

Thus my unconscious gave me the message that no one path can 
be taken as “the only true one.” Instead there are many roads to the 
source of our spiritual being and none of us should be so enamored 
with any one to the exclusion of others that we prevent ourselves 
from gaining whatever wisdom and truth may be offered in another 
tradition.

To me, the way of the universalist opens minds and hearts to 
welcome and explore other beliefs, not minimizing one’s own, but 
allowing it to be enriched by others.

The Universal Light
Mark Canter

Universalist Friends, Spring 1989, v. 12, p. 15

When I was 19, I had a wonderful mystical revelation. I 
experienced the Light of God, or what Buddhists call “the primordial 
Clear Light,” Hindus call “The Thousand-petaled Lotus of Light” and 
Hopis name “The Great White Spirit,” and of which Jesus said, “your 
whole body will be filled with light.”

The word Light is not used here as a figure of speech. It refers to 
actual Light: blissful, shining, illuminated energy. Communion with 
it, absorption by it, is unspeakably pleasurable. Yet in my own case, the 
experience of the Light left a great disturbance in its wake.

In 1972 I was a sophomore at Boston University, a teen-age son of 
20th century America who enjoyed listening to Led Zeppelin cranked 
up loud enough to vibrate my teeth. I was not exactly prepared for a 
direct encounter with the divine. My Jewish religious training had 
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consisted of attending Sabbath services and Sunday School until I was 
about eleven. I had not had a Bar Mitzvah. Still, there was a devotional 
streak in me. From the time I was a little child I had felt a keen sense 
of the mystery of life. This feeling of wonder would sometimes swell 
up in me as a bodily thrill, until I had to laugh or shout. I loved the 
wonder of life.

As a sophomore, I took a course on eastern philosophy. I read the 
Upanishads and the Bhagavad Gita of the Hindus, the Tao Te Ching 
of Lao Tzu and the Heart Sutra of Buddha, and began to have some 
grand insights, though I understood only about a quarter of what I 
read.

Then some classmates invited me to their apartment for a dinner 
discussion of the profound teachings we were studying. Steve, an 
American, had been a Buddhist monk in Thailand for two years, 
meditating hours each day. Jon was an avid student of yoga; and 
Sean, who was French, had spent three years walking through India, 
meeting holy persons. I had neither meditated nor done yoga nor spent 
time in the company of any one who was especially wise.

After dinner, we ended up taking LSD together, the first (and 
last) time I took the drug. Early on in the six-hour experience, I began 
to feel strongly the wonder that I had sensed since I was a child. It 
seemed to expand and pervade my body and mind and the room as a 
tangible presence, a sphere of invincible energy and radiant emotion. 
The feeling was unmistakable; it was happiness itself. There I was, 
sitting in a low-rent living room in Cambridge, Massachusetts, 
immersed in a force field of pure happiness! I looked at Steve with 
drunken love and said, “The Holy Spirit is upon us.”

But I began to notice an apparent limit to the spirit-presence, like a 
cramp or knot within the otherwise boundless joy. It gradually became 
obvious that the knot was “me”—or everything I held onto as “myself.” 
At the same time, I saw that the act of withholding from the radiant 
presence was completely unnecessary. The whole melodrama of “me” 
was based on this act of separating from God or Being. Thus “me” or 
“the separate self” was not ultimately real, but an act—a contraction 
within Being. I fell onto my back in tears with the overwhelming relief 
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of this realization, and I totally surrendered to the Real Living One.
Quite rapidly, a marvelous change took place. All the layers of 

limited self-identity fell away and I melted into the heart of God. I did 
not just watch this self-transcendence occur, as if from the bleachers. 
I became limitless Light, unqualified bliss, nakedly free being. I 
don’t know how long I remained absorbed in that bright domain of 
ecstasy, but it was utterly familiar, not new or surprising. It was home 
eternally. It was who I am. 

Of course, I came down, crashed, as they say. From the self-
centered point of view of a white, middle class kid who had grasped 
only a fraction of what he had read in the oriental mystical texts, 
the experience of the Light was not only incomprehensible, it was 
terrifying. After all, what was so attractive about the dissolution 
of ego, the death of “me?” I developed a painful case of psychic 
indigestion.

At first I tried to resist the revelation of the Light, the divine 
intrusion on my independent little life. I wanted to say, “Go away, I’m 
not ready for this. I just wanna be me. I wanna stay me.” Afraid of the 
great unknown dimension that lay just beyond the superficial layers 
of “me,” I developed a multitude of compulsive behaviors trying to 
secure the threatened ego, reinforce its boundaries, make it solid and 
immune to change. None of them worked. There is simply no way 
to go on as an independent self once you’ve seen the face of infinite 
life. “When all else fails, read the directions.” So I did. I began to 
study the teachings of the eastern and western mystics in earnest. (It 
is noteworthy that all of them warn not to delve into enlightenment 
without proper preparation and a guide who knows the territory!) 
Gradually, my anxiety waned and was replaced by a growing peace and 
understanding.

I discovered more than a dozen historic sources in which my 
transcendental experience is clearly described (there is even a Sanskrit 
term for it in classical yoga texts: nirvikalpa samadhi). Eventually I 
met a teacher who is awake in a permanent condition of samadhi or 
God-union. He has quickened my own awakening.
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Since 1972, I have directly experienced the Light of God—or what 
my guru calls “Radiant Transcendental Consciousness”—on several 
occasions during meditation. I say again, the word Light is not used 
metaphorically. Dazzlingly luminous and beautiful is our everlasting 
spirit.

Zen and the Sufi Way of Christianity
John Jeffrey

Universalist, May 1994, v. 41, p. 17

I am the Eternal Christ, the Only Son of God. Which should give 
you an odds-on bet I’m either blaspheming or suffering from delusions 
of grandeur.

Now let me tell you something about my Father. Yes, I mean the 
one “. . . which art in Heaven” in case you think I’m changing the 
subject. Hold on, it gets better, for I can actually reveal his location. It’s 
Here. I mean the ultimate Here smack bang from where my thoughts, 
feelings, and sensations emanate—be they of things as near as a 
headache or as far as the stars. Where even the awareness of my own 
existence exists.

To quell any lingering doubts; the source of my disorder (should 
you decide that’s what it is) lies somewhere behind my eyes and 
between my ears.

“I don’t doubt it”, you reply, adding cortical malfunctioning to the 
list. But no, I don’t mean that piece of offal called my brain (which 
oddly enough I’m not aware of at all). It’s far vaster than that. When 
I point to it (try it) I’m not aiming my finger at a lump of meat about 
seven inches diameter encased in bonebound darkness, but at an open 
and infinite Void. At least that’s what it feels like (did you try it?). And 
it’s Here, for relative to it everything else is out ‘there’: the hazy rim of 
my spectacles, my hands, this typewriter, the window, the sky. Even 
when I close my eyes the visual after-effects are still out ‘there’. My 
breathing, the taste in my mouth (I’m eating a mint), the faint hiss of 
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blood circulating in my ears, they’re still out ‘there’.
I’ll go deeper and observe these very ideas and images bubbling 

up right now. Inside my head? If you say so. But relative to Here from 
where they originate, that from which I can only perceive out of and 
never into, they’re all out ‘there’.

Here, beyond all else, at the very core of my psychological being (or 
‘soul’ if it’s back in fashion yet) lies the Composer of everything I do, 
everything I experience—even the experience of my own identity. Here 
lies my Father, my Mother, my Creator, my Love (why Love? I probably 
would benefit from some kind of cognitive therapy with that one, for 
I’ve really no idea. I suspect it’s got something to do with inadequately 
repressed poetic inclinations, but that’s just a guess).

But wait. You’ve noticed how I frequently break into capitals for 
other than grammatical reasons? Like when writing ‘Here’ and ‘Void’ 
instead of ‘here’ or ‘void’. This is a ploy used by esoterics in order to 
lend words greater import than they deserve. But I’ve a more objective 
reason. I do it to show where I’m referring to the Creat-or, and not the 
creat-ed John Jeffrey.

So Here (capital H) is the Creator of my (small m) mind. Nor is 
it peculiar to me of course. If you follow the same voyage, peeling 
away every thought, feeling, and sensation as one might peel away the 
layers of an onion, you’ll also come up against this unadulterated yet 
pregnant Nothingness; this Virgin from which the Eternal Christ is 
born; this Self beyond self that brings us continuously into being.

For if I’m right in labelling this Void as infinite, then there’s only 
one. One Void from which each of us emerges and to which we return. 
As the many and divergent creatures with which you populate your 
dreams spring from and return to you alone, the one dreamer.

Call it ‘Father’ or ‘Mother’, and by the same token we, its divergent 
offspring, become its children.

“But that won’t do”, the devout might respond. “You claim to be the 
Only Son of God. There lies your blasphemy! For such a claim can only 
be made by Jesus Christ”.
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“Even as now”, I reply, pointing my finger inwards once more.
Were I to have gestured thus 300 years ago, James Nayler’s 

problem would have been a picnic compared with mine. In the name 
of Christ I’d have been hanged, drawn, and quartered.

More compassionate and sophisticated thinkers might seek to 
protect me even from psychiatric treatment by offering to interpret 
what I say figuratively rather than existentially. But, alas, I cannot in 
all honesty accept their gift, however kindly meant. So stay with your 
bet.

When St. Paul referred to being Christ within his body, d’you then 
think he was speaking metaphorically? There you are, for I reckon 
he meant he was Christ. Like me. Yes, the body belonged to Paul. As 
Jesus’ body belonged to Jesus, and mine belongs to me. But as I’ve 
already explained, ‘I’ am not that body (you may disagree but that’s 
hardly grounds for committal). My body is out ‘there’. Here am ‘I’ and 
they call me John. Here am ‘I’ and they call me Paul. Here am ‘I’ and 
they call me Jesus. Here am ‘I’ and they call me Tom, Dick, or Mary 
(I’d add Tiddles, Rover and Porky, but let’s not push our luck). The 
same ‘I’, the same Here, the same Oneness. That beautiful perfection 
which hung upon the cross and cried out, “Forgive them for they don’t 
know what they’re doing”. Who suffers, dies, and is resurrected in the 
flesh—in you and me. It doesn’t operate from outside upon us, but 
from inside as us.

Christ, the One Son of God, is unique. So how come that old 
Roman Catholic stalwart St. Augustine said, “All mankind is in 
Christ one man”? Because in the deepest sense possible, the ultimate 
Here, there is only one first person singular, and that is the First 
Person Singular, the One Son of God, born into the multitude 
of humankind Here, where capital ‘I’ is both grammatically and 
divinely correct. And for which there is no plural.

“Before Abraham I AM”. Say it, feel it, and then point your 
finger in the same direction I’m pointing mine: inwards—the only 
direction where we don’t need a compass to agree.

Soon after writing this I came upon the following passage 
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from [Meister] Eckhart: “People think God has become a human 
being only there in his historical incarnation. But this isn’t so. For 
God is here, in this very place; just as incarnate as in that body 
long ago. That he might give birth to you as his Only begotten 
Son”.

Was he an out-of-touch romantic, a blasphemer, or just plain 
crazy? Care to place another bet?

How Some Universalists Experience God
Roberta Ruby

Universalist Friends, Fall 1990, v. 15, p. 22

From time to time members of the Quaker Universalist Fellowship 
come together to share their spiritual explorations. At one of these 
gatherings we responded to the question: “What do you personally 
believe about God? What do you know experientially?”

At first there was an uncomfortable silence. We are not used to 
being asked to put God into words for other people. As the silence 
settled into something more comfortable, people began to speak. 
Some spoke from an intellectual perspective, some from an emotional 
space, some from a place of visual imagery. We followed the rules of 
Quaker dialogue: speak briefly; speak only once; speak only from your 
own experience; let each contribution be surrounded by silence; listen 
deeply without commenting or judging. Here are some of the thoughts 
shared during that hour:

1. I have questions about God. The term God is too 
anthropomorphic. God is something—a spirit—too hard to 
define. I prefer not to use the word God.

2. I am religious, but nontheistic. The unifying element in all 
religions is the search for meaning and purpose rather than for 
an entity or being.

3. There is experience and there is belief. Intellectual and 
emotional understanding flow between these two. The most 
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important phrase to me is “knowing or trying to know that 
of God in others.” There is something greater than me. The 
trappings don’t matter. In the life of the spirit there is a 
flowing, of which I can experience a part.

4. In science we assume things, find our assumptions are 
inaccurate and have to correct them. Mankind has done this 
with God. We are much too anthropomorphic in our idea 
of God. All of mankind is engaged in a religious journey. I 
don’t believe we will find ultimate truth. It is a continuing 
revelation.

5. The laws of the universe in the spiritual or relationship realm 
are not observable, but they exist—and I think they are God.

6. I started out being a Christian and took away the things that 
didn’t work, or that I didn’t know experientially. God is the 
totality of the universe and therefore intimately involved in 
me. I can ignore my experiences or grow with them.

7. Some things have to be seen to be believed and others have to 
be believed to be seen. God is more than me.

8. I have given up on the search for God. The act of looking 
causes change. God is the totality of life forces, like the 
individual drops of water in the ocean. To know the ocean we 
must know the drops. Know ourselves first.

9. My focus is a divine Light which is probably God, but there 
are fewer trappings to strip off if I don’t call it God. Jesus and 
others in history help me in knowing how the divine Light can 
be enhanced. 

10. We try to express something in words which cannot be 
expressed in words. I am a religious person, being a part of 
the whole Earth—fitting into it, not being disruptive of it. Life 
after death is irrelevant. What we do here matters.

11. I came from a scientific background. Faith happens. 
Serendipities happen. Miracles happen. God is alive in the 
world. When everything is exhausted, there is faith.

12. Power and energy are God-words. God speaks—I know it when 
it’s a grand idea that I wouldn’t have thought of myself. When I 
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consciously turn to God—when I turn back, I am different.
13. We often see God as a cosmic parent, like Santa Claus. If we 

can move up one level of abstraction, there are principles of 
order that translate into human behavior. I can rise above the 
Santa Claus level of God.

14. God is the “almighty”- a simple aspect and complex, one unity 
both beautiful and terrible in human perception. “Goodness” 
is one aspect which we are called upon to nurture in ourselves 
and others. 

15. God is essentially the cosmic. Religious orientation is 
celebration of the fact of the existence of ourselves as part of 
the incredible reality of the cosmos.

16. God is the first cause, the reason. That makes God omnipotent. 
Also omnipresent. The reason is also right here, available, the 
reason for life and the spirit.

17. The God I experience in centering is a sense of connecting 
with something eternal. I am totally absorbed in it, yet totally 
myself. It feels like coming home. I never feel myself going into 
it, but when I feel myself leaving, it is always hard.

QUF gatherings provide a place where we can share our spiritual 
explorations without fear of criticism because our experiential 
understanding of God does not conform to a creed, or to another 
F(f)riend’s experience. It is good for souls to exercise and nourish 
themselves together.



CHAPTER 4:  
SPIRITUAL JOURNEYS

Identity

Margery Post Abbott

Universalist Friends, Spring 1998, v. 30, p. 15

I am a Friend. I cannot imagine myself as anything else. My 
father’s family have been Friends for three hundred years or so. I grew 
up attending Friends school and have worshipped among Friends all 
my life. I am also one of those Friends who has paid little attention to 
theology and belief most of my life. I have always found the strongest 
expression of my faith in the example of people’s lives and in the 
richness of open worship.

In recent years, as God has touched my soul and transformed 
my life in powerful and unexpected ways, I find myself reaching for 
ways to speak of these openings and to understand more fully my 
relationship with my creator. This is a tiny part of the path which has 
brought me to this place. 

Narrative theology—that is, using stories of faith to integrate 
experience and understanding—has become one of the central ways 
evangelical and liberal Quaker women in the Pacific Northwest of 
the United States are able to build relationships with one another and 
to share our faith with each other in constructive ways. When we 
approach one another across our very different traditions starting with 
more abstract approaches, it is all too easy to get stuck in intellectual 
disputes or to push particular agendas. As we reach first to God in 
prayer and then speak honestly and openly from the depths of our 
hearts we can more clearly hear God’s voice among us. Sharing the 
ways in which God has worked in our lives has always been a primary 
method of articulating our identity as a Religious Society of Friends 
through the publication of journals from the days of George Fox 
onward.
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I want to share with you three simple events in my life, one from 
my childhood and two quite recent ones, then consider how they 
might illuminate these conversations. . . .

The first was when I was about six years old. My family had 
recently moved from Baltimore to Philadelphia and the various 
children in the neighborhood wanted to learn about the new kid on 
the block. They asked about my church, but apparently must have 
known nothing about Quakers and persisted, asking if we were 
Christians. My six-year-old answer was, “No, we are not Christians.”

The second experience occurred a few months ago. My mother 
was facing a crisis in her health. I spent much time in prayer for her 
as she was three thousand miles away from me at the time. At that 
point I was reading the Tibetan Book of Living and Dying, which 
encouraged visualizing your loved one surrounded by Light and 
love. As I did so I found I could see my mother in her bed. The love 
in that room was palpable and as I looked to the foot of the bed, I 
saw Jesus standing over her with great compassion.

What do these two images have to say to us today as we 
consider who Friends are? The first story has an important 
context. While my father’s family was Quaker, my mother grew 
up Presbyterian. Her Presbyterian parents were extremely upset 
when they learned my mother was not going to have us baptized. 
They were convinced she was condemning our souls by this action. 
My childhood understanding of what it means to be a Christian 
was thus all tied up with a sense of right doctrine and ritual with 
severe, eternal punishment resulting if you did not strictly follow 
the beliefs which the church saw as essential. Thus it was natural 
for me to declare we were not “Christian.” By my grandmother’s 
definition, we were not and I still am not.

The second experience I related speaks volumes about my 
faith today. Jesus embodies Light and Love for me even as I seek to 
follow a Buddhist practice. I have come to understand how fully I 
am Christian even as I am affirmed again and again in my belief 
that God works in many ways—more than we can comprehend—to 
bring us to salvation.
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The final experience I want to share with you is this: One day in 
prayer I saw a mound of clay being worked by two hands, one the hand 
of a child, the other the hand of an adult. Then I saw the infinite faces 
of Jesus. Some faces were familiar—one, the face in the children’s 
book of my youth, another the rough-hewn face of a vigorous Jewish 
man—the infinite images of Jesus we hold singly and together. Then I 
saw a darkness, and in that darkness a door opening up into incredible 
beauty and Light beyond comprehension.

I find different meanings in this image each time I retell it. One 
meaning I draw from this is that we, as Friends, are Christian in a 
broad sense of that word, no matter what our individual beliefs. All 
our practices, all our beloved testimonies, flow from the teachings 
and example of Jesus. Yet they are not simple repetitions of the words 
and teachings of Jesus, nor is our faith today a replication of the faith 
of George Fox. For instance, Jesus did not condemn slavery. George 
Fox urged slave owners to educate their slaves so they might read the 
Bible, not to free them. Nonetheless, we, as a Society of Friends, after 
decades of struggle, came to know the evils of slavery and found we 
could not accept slavery as consistent with our faith. Our faith and 
practice must be leavened by the work of the Holy Spirit.

Thus our own individual encounters with God, with Truth, with 
the Light of Christ, inform how we see and speak to the identity of the 
Religious Society of Friends.

Narrative theology calls us to share our stories of faith. It also 
calls us to integrate our faith with understanding. As we consider the 
identity of the Society of Friends we must look to ways which embrace 
the range of those who call themselves Friends today and those people 
we claim as our spiritual ancestors. . . .
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Greetings from a New Member

Christopher Stokes

Universalist, February 2006, v. 76, p. 4

I’m putting my feet up after a long journey which began 25 
years ago when I became a Quaker. I feel now that I’ve reached my 
destination, the Quaker Universalist Group. Of course it may not be 
my final destination, but right now it feels comfortable, welcoming, 
and a good place to rest.

Quakers beckoned me in 1980 when, after an upbringing 
refreshingly free of religious influences, I found myself unexpectedly 
wrestling with nagging questions about who I was, what I was doing 
here, and what the meaning of life might be. Some of the church 
services which I tried didn’t do much for me, and much of what the 
churches had to say about sin, redemption, atonement and salvation 
left me pretty perplexed. And then, one Sunday morning, there was 
the quietness of a Quaker Meeting.

Full of enthusiasm, I willingly became deeply involved with 
Quakers. I was half the age of the youngest member of my Meeting, 
with plenty of energy to devote to my new faith. One step led to 
another, and by the early 1990s I was assistant clerk of Britain Yearly 
Meeting and enjoying a ten-year stint as a trustee of The Friend.

Meanwhile, with my career in regional newspaper journalism 
flourishing, I was active in my local community and eagerly exploring 
the ecumenical side of life. With no expectation that I should sign up 
to all the doctrines of the Christian churches, I felt ready to roll up 
my sleeves and work with their local congregations. I spent two years 
as chairman of a Churches Together group, where Quaker insights 
were much valued, and later I became a member of the ecumenical 
chaplaincy team at a local hospice. I met many inspiring Christians 
whose approach to life I continue to admire, and I cherish several 
friendships which were forged in those days.

But this last year I began to find that my own beliefs were 
unravelling. Having taken early retirement after 30 years in 
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journalism, I was now also taking a break from voluntary work while 
I decided what to do next. All at once I was questioning my long-held 
beliefs, distancing myself from organised religion, and redefining 
everything that was fundamental to me. The homespun theology 
which had underpinned my Quaker faith for so long started to feel 
wrong for me. My favourite radio programme became Devout Sceptics 
on Radio 4. My notion of a personal God—available for guidance each 
day, as the Advices say—was disappearing. No longer could I put my 
hand on my heart and find meaning in the God of popular religion, 
the God who is going to respond to prayer. Unfolding world events 
seemed inescapable reminders of the excesses of cruelty and infamy 
carried out in the name of a supernatural power. And the more I 
enquired about the major religions of the world, the more I realised 
the contradictions between some of them.

I was deeply depressed and stopped attending Meeting for 
Worship for several months, no longer knowing who or what there was 
to worship. The fundamental principle of the Quaker business method 
which I had affirmed for so long—that God’s will can be discerned 
in the gathered Meeting—now posed many questions for me. All my 
certainties were falling away, leaving only a sense of mystery. I feared 
that I was going back to where I began 25 years ago, starting to wrestle 
with those nagging questions all over again.

Yet that sense of mystery, and of wonder, remained with me, and 
somehow this didn’t feel like being back at the start of my journey. 
In art, in music, and in the natural world I still caught glimpses of 
transcendence, sometimes overwhelming though always momentary, 
lifting me beyond myself. I knew an awareness of the connectedness 
of all life. And with my certainties in shreds, I began to accept that 
ignorance is an essential part of the way I experience the world. This 
began to feel liberating sometimes, scary sometimes, and lonely 
sometimes, too.

Without the guiding God in which I had believed for most of my 
adult life, I had no invisible means of support and was relying on my 
own resources. Yet the way in which I tried to live—holding dear to 
Quaker values of peace, compassion, integrity and simplicity—hadn’t 
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altered at all. I started to realise that by living in this way I am 
transformed, and that beliefs don’t matter. My quest for certainties 
about the meaning of life had ceased, making way for a richer 
appreciation of the wonder and mystery of life. Meeting for Worship 
could be Meeting for Wonder, for me.

I have a new understanding of the transforming power of love and 
creativity, and a new awareness of the significance of moments of awe, 
joy and sorrow in my life. I am more sensitive to beauty. I treasure, in 
myself and in others, impulses of love and sympathy. In the depths of 
my being I know that there is a divine spark, a strength, a presence 
perhaps. Sometimes I’m aware of this in the encounter between my 
human sensibilities and an object of inspiration, such as a work of 
art. Often I’m aware of it in my love for my family and my friends. My 
glimpses of it have become my form of prayer. My journalistic skills 
fail me when I try to describe it in words, but I’m aware of it now, as I 
write this.

Throughout my life as a Quaker, I have rejoiced in a Quakerly 
freedom to fashion my own responses to George Fox’s invitation, 
“What canst thou say?” I am wary only when others seek to persuade 
me that their responses are more accurate than mine. I seek to bend 
nobody’s ear towards my new-found understanding of my spiritual 
life. I’m certainly not suggesting that the beliefs which I held for many 
years were misguided, even if on reflection I can see that they fuelled 
my desire to spend a great deal of my time being busy, and very little of 
my time wondering.

But I’m abundantly grateful to the Quaker Universalist Group for 
being here, and for offering me a place where I can feel at home among 
like-minded Quakers, and put my feet up after my journey, and rest.
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Jesus, the Christ, Quakers, and I
Gene Knudsen Hoffman

Universalist Friends, Spring 2001, v. 36, p. 21

I was born into the Christian tradition and I loved it. I loved the 
idea of Jesus—ever present, succoring, aware.

But, very early, questions came. Early I began wrestling with the 
idea of Jesus as uniquely divine, that only he lived a sublime life in 
history; only he was the example of God in time, eternity on Earth.

These ideas troubled me because I couldn’t make sense of them. 
The questions persisted: Why should the New Testament statement of 
the Golden Rule be “higher” than the same statement by Buddha? Why 
is Jesus’ injunction to love our enemies any more divine than that of 
Lao-tse, Socrates, or Gandhi? Why is a book from Palestine any more 
holy or authentic than a book from China, India, or America? What 
does it profit me to have set before me the example of a person who is 
uniquely sublime? So many troubling whys and wherefores.

So I attended various churches, read the literature of mystics and 
religious thinkers ancient and modern, wondered and sought and 
wondered again.

Then came the time for me to join with others in the spiritual 
pilgrimage, and I sought a group where I could be me and yet could 
share. So I explored the thinking-feeling of people who belonged to 
various sects—and I went home and wept.

I wrote a poem about why I wept. I’d like to share part of it with 
you. It’s called “How God Might Laugh”:

How God might laugh, 
If God could laugh
The laughter brimming tears 
At having given us mind 
And thought and intellect 
And energy and imagination
To conceive greater, farther horizons
And then discover that we fear
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Our own divine imaginations. 
Oh yes, we imagine.
Each of us some truth of our own 
And yet, another says
“No, that cannot be true. 
Your mind has not conceived 
What my mind has conceived, 
Therefore,
You do not know “The Truth” 

That’s why I wept.

Then I learned about Quakers. I learned they were a jubilant 
people because, through George Fox, they made the wondrous 
discovery that each of us can have a direct relationship with God, that 
all people are of the elect, that men and women are equal vessels of 
the Spirit, that the seed of Truth lies in everything, and that we’re all 
bearers of new revelation.

And I learned from Rufus Jones that the Light manifested itself 
differently in each different being. “This light must be my light. This 
truth must be my truth. This faith must be my very own faith.” To one 
such as I, nourished from childhood on the writings of Thomas Paine 
and Robert Ingersoll, it was a great illumination that I could belong to 
a group and still be free.

From Thomas Kelly I learned I had to try to “be the message,” 
that the “. . . blazing discovery which Quakers made long ago is re-
discovered again and again by individuals. The embers flare up. The 
Light becomes glorious. There is no reason why it cannot break out 
again today. . . .” And that the discovery is sometimes like being “in the 
flaming center of God”; is sometimes “a living immediacy,” sometimes 
a “sweet presence.” 

And—for me—sometimes God was literally a “pain in the neck.”
Since I frequently had a pain in the neck (and other places), since 

I wanted the Sweet Presence, and since I also wanted to blaze up and 
flare out, I joined the Society of Friends at Orange Grove Meeting in 
Pasadena.
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There I found a body of people who included and accepted many 
fascinating and diverse members. (We had Christians, Jews, one 
Buddhist, and many Deists.) I found a gathering who encouraged each 
of us to be and become our various selves—a people who celebrated 
me being “me,” and I celebrated them being “them.”

And I loved the passion and the silence and the waiting upon the 
Lord.

As I grew in my awareness through worship and study, Jesus, 
instead of being the one supreme revelation in history, became one of 
many prophets and mystics who comforted and inspired me by their 
examples. From Jesus’ teachings (and many others), I learned that 
the core of my life must be worship—listening for and following my 
leading even if it be faint, tiny as the grain of mustard seed.

I rejoiced that I need not accept totally anyone else’s Truth; to 
discover that I sprang from different seed, in a different time, that 
my destiny grew from my conditioning and my unique experience 
of life. I rejoiced that I could live the life of holy obedience as it 
was revealed to me.

Originally, of course, my leadings came to me in Christian 
terms, for that is my conditioning. And Jesus was like a good 
friend to me. Perhaps another simile would be that he was like a 
parent who holds a child’s hand until the child can walk by itself, 
then sets it free to do just that.

For a long while, I needed to refer back to Jesus’ teachings; 
then as my knowledge of the legacy left by other God-inspired 
people grew, I would include theirs. (Often, when I lose my own 
vision, I still refer to others. Often others lead me on to new 
visions of my own.) But more and more, God, the Presence, speaks 
to me in my own words—uniquely fitted to my condition.

The teachings of Jesus turned me toward the right direction 
then set me free to discover my own revelations—to stumble, 
to fall, to make my own mistakes which, when I learned from 
them, turned out not to be mistakes, but steps necessary to my 
own growth. Yes, the teachings of Jesus, the Christian teachings, 
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pointed the way for me—the way to my own unique capacity to 
love, to be, to learn, and to live.

But, says my Spirit, I am not to seek to live his life. I am to live 
my life, informed by the same Spirit which informed him. This 
leads me to Quakerism and its place in my evolution. Through 
becoming a Quaker I learned how to worship in silence—both 
with others and alone. I learned how to listen and gained the 
courage to follow what came to me out of the worship in my life 
outside it.

Formerly, in my time-bound life, I thought I had no time for 
daily worship. There was so much I could and wanted to do—how 
could I take “time out”? Now I find I can’t do what I want or need 
to do without the worship.

When I am in touch with my Spirit, I find I am suffused 
with energy. Being in tune means I am available for whatever 
happens—whatever needs arise; I am in touch with people, 
involved with more activities. But different kinds than formerly—
important kinds, not urgent ones. And I am not desperate (when I 
am in touch); I move serenely through whatever is required of me. 
By “waiting upon the Lord” I sometimes do renew my strength—
run and not be weary.

This brings me to joy. As I follow the path of my Spirit, great 
joy comes to me. Because I see everything is necessary—indeed, 
I am often permitted to see the meaning and the holiness in 
everything, even that which we call evil and depraved. When 
I am in tune, everything is a miracle to me; everything is a 
message bearer; there is much meaning in each moment; every 
bush is a burning one; every leaf is aflame; every instant is from 
heaven—guiding, wooing, instructing me, leading me through my 
astonishing life.

As I see the promise in my own life, so I see the promise in our 
combined life. For I believe we Friends have the possibility of being 
among the most creative people on Earth—for we know and we have 
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proven that all things are possible through the Spirit. And we know 
and we have proven that the Spirit is within us. By our attending to it 
faithfully and following its leadings, miracles can and have happened.

And I believe they will happen as we move more into worship 
together and apart. We will have available to us any talent we need. 
We will once again walk and talk with princes and with kings, or 
with wayfarers and with strangers. We will understand everything 
and speak in love to everything—to flowers and animals and plants 
and stones.

And who knows—maybe if we pour our love upon the machines 
of war and the disconnected people making the war—maybe if we 
pour the oil of our love upon all those troubled waters—the waters 
will clear and become calm.

And we will rejoice in our variousness: that each of us is a unique 
and irreplaceable message, none speaking to all conditions, each 
speaking to some conditions.

Maybe (for me) singing and dancing in the streets, maybe 
ministering prophetically, maybe turning out the seams of my life for 
you to see.

Maybe, for thee, wandering over the country, a guitar slung 
over the shoulder, a handful of songs in the pocket. Maybe, for thee, 
laboring among the poor, typing in an office, speaking Truth to power, 
or silently tending a garden.

And through all this, our variousness, maybe coming alive 
again to the wonder of it all—to the wonder of the Spirit which 
is wider than the world we live in, greater than any particular 
idea any of us has of it—the Spirit which cannot be confined 
by any system of beliefs, whether they be Hindu, Buddhist, 
Muslim, Christian, or atheist. The Spirit which breaks through 
all our efforts to limit it, to reduce it to a size we can easily 
comprehend, and yet is still as close to us as “the great vein in 
our neck,” is “the everlasting arms,” and still “. . . over the bent 
World broods with warm breast and with ah! bright wings.” 
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From the Editor
George Amoss, Jr.
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In 1963, at the age of thirteen, I left home to begin studies at 
Carmel, a seminary of the Carmelite Order. The contemplative 
spirituality I imbibed there still informs my life. From its roots in 
ancient mystical traditions to its flowering in the great Carmelite 
“doctors” Teresa of Avila and John of the Cross, Catholic contemplative 
spirituality stresses the via negativa, the “negative way” of purgation 
and “unknowing.” “If you want to possess all,” wrote John of the 
Cross, “you must desire to possess nothing. If you want to know all, 
you must desire to know nothing.” The contemplative way seeks that 
interior poverty which disposes the soul for union, by participation 
in the divine nature, with the God who is love. Its goal is new life, 
a life born from death of the delusion that our selfhood subsists 
elsewhere than in the living Christ. It seeks that transformation 
which led Paul to say, “I live now, no longer I, but Christ lives in me.”

Carmel was my baptism into that way of life, but there were other 
important teachers for me. Around the time I entered Carmel, I 
discovered the work of the Trappist monk Thomas Merton. Through 
his writings, Merton would be my guide for many years, teaching me 
to cherish solitude and to question the values and assumptions of our 
society. During my mid-teens, I hoped to join him at Gethsemane 
Abbey in Kentucky, but I soon realized that my health was too fragile 
for the rigors of Trappist life. By that time, I had left Carmel and was 
studying with Franciscans, from whose tradition I learned the beauty 
and power of poetry, voluntary poverty, and service to the poor. 
Desiring to combine contemplation with action, I decided to make 
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vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience in a Franciscan order when 
I reached college age. During my eighteenth year, however, my world 
had changed dramatically. Powerful inner conflicts were disrupting 
my assurance that I would live a monastic life. I had tried that life, 
more than once, and I couldn’t deny that, although it had given me joy 
and a sense of purpose, it had also left me deeply unhappy. I longed 
for companionship, sexual expression, and intellectual and personal 
freedom. As the church itself, in response to the decrees of the Second 
Vatican Council, began to question and revise its practices, I was re-
evaluating my life and future. When, in the summer of 1967, I declined 
the last offer to take the cowl, I found myself facing a future in an 
alien world that did not share my ideals and for which I was not well 
equipped. I found myself, too, required by my government to submit 
to conscription and to kill if ordered, and I knew I could not do that. 
Pursued by the state, I turned to the church for guidance and support. 
But Catholic teaching held that war could be morally justified; in 
practice, Catholics were expected to obey government orders to kill. 
I realized that I could no longer rely on the church’s moral teachings. 
My heart must be my guide.

After much struggle, I resisted the draft and withdrew from 
the church, losing for a time the good will of my parents. I entered 
adulthood on my own, poor and occasionally homeless, but happy 
to be free. Liberated from the constraints of Catholic dogma and 
censorship, I delved into the study of Buddhism, beginning with 
Dwight Goddard’s A Buddhist Bible and D. T. Suzuki’s expositions 
of Zen and Mahayana, and soon helped start the first formal zazen 
(Zen meditation) society in the area. The Buddhist teaching that 
the individual self is ultimately unreal seemed true to my Christian 
experience, and I recognized a practical affinity between the Buddhist 
and Christian contemplative traditions, an affinity which, unknown 
to me at the time, my mentor, Thomas Merton, had discovered in the 
years just before his death in 1968. But Buddhism focused on practice 
rather than doctrine, on relieving suffering here and now rather 
than seeking a post mortem salvation, and I found that emphasis 
compelling. When Gail and I married in 1973, I had no objection to 
making our vows in a Catholic ceremony, but by then I had come to 
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think of myself as Buddhist. I believed that Christianity, the faith of 
my childhood, was behind me. But “the child is father to the man”: 
Christianity and its contemplative way were too much a part of me, 
and too closely related to my Buddhist practice, to be ignored or cut 
off. Quakerism would soon make that clear to me.

It was 1975, I think, when my grandfather suggested that I visit 
the cemetery at “the old Quaker Meetinghouse in Fallston,” Maryland. 
When I did, I learned that the Meeting, Little Falls Monthly Meeting, 
had been founded by my ancestor William Amos. As the story 
goes, William liked to sit in silence on a log in the forest, and when 
he discovered that he was a Quaker at heart as well as in form of 
worship, the Meeting was born. Joining in worship and business 
with the Friends of Little Falls, I discovered that I, too, was a Quaker 
at heart. Concerned, however, about the Buddhist color of my 
worldview, I confessed to an elder of the Meeting that my theology was 
unorthodox. “Don’t worry about it,” he replied; “we don’t.” I had found 
my home, a community that prized practice over belief and that did 
not require me to excise any essential part of my religious experience. . . .

From the Clerk
Richard Barnes

Universalist Friends, Fall 1997, v. 29, p. 9

. . . Personally, I am a “big tent” Quaker. I believe there is plenty of 
room under the tent for Friends of a wide variety of religious beliefs as 
well as doubts. It is amazing to me the number of “small tent” Friends, 
who usually see themselves at the center of the tent, with Friends to 
the right and left of them. Eventually, they want to draw a circle and 
push other Friends outside the tent. It is my hope that the Quaker 
Universalist Fellowship will continue to foster within the greater 
Religious Society of Friends what Douglas Steere called “mutual 
irradiation,” whereby we can be spiritually nourished from a variety 
of other religious traditions outside of Christianity. We also need to 
cherish, respect, and learn from the followers and disciples of Jesus 
within our own monthly Meetings.
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I was raised in a Southern Baptist church near Richmond, 
Virginia. Upon hearing this, many assume that my spiritual journey 
to being a Quaker universalist was long and arduous. Actually, it 
occurred in my teens. From my early years with the Baptists, I gained 
a love for the Bible, a belief in the “priesthood of all believers”—each 
person has direct access to the divine without human intercession—
and an appreciation for the fierce independence of the local 
congregation from higher church authority. As a teen church- youth 
leader, I led a series of Sunday evening discussions on world religions. 
I began to question our minister as to the injustice of limiting Jesus’ 
salvation from eternal hell to that very small minority of humankind 
who had even heard of Jesus, much less believed in his resurrection 
and accepted him as Lord and Savior. I told the minister that I couldn’t 
believe a loving God could be so unjust, and I would rather cast my lot 
with the great mass of humanity in hell. The minister, an honest and 
loving man, could only assure me that my concern was a “mystery” 
that would only be revealed in heaven. Knowing that I could not wait 
that long to solve the “mystery,” in college I joined with the more 
liberal Episcopalians.

Episcopalians have a wonderful way of reciting the dogmatic 
Apostles’ Creed and Nicene Creed, while at the same time 
allowing each communicant to “wear them as long as they can.” It 
is the same feeling that many liberal Christians feel while singing 
“Oh Little Town of Bethlehem” each Christmas. Deep in their 
hearts, they know it is not literally true, but, like chicken soup 
for the body, it is good for the soul. It wasn’t until I was married 
with two small children that I began to seriously question the 
church’s stand on the ordination of women and desegregation. 
A co-worker, who had never known any Friends nor had read the 
book, suggested that I read Howard Brinton’s Friends for 300 Years. 
As many of you have experienced, I recognized that I had been a 
Friend all my life and hadn’t known it.

The “universality of the Light,” expressed in the writings 
of early Friends, as well as Rufus Jones, Thomas Kelly, Douglas 
Steere, and Howard Brinton, has gone a long way in helping me 
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solve the “mystery.” For these Friends, Christ died for the 
sins of a l l humankind and not just believers who take him as 
their Lord and Savior. It is the Light of the Eternal Christ of 
John’s Gospel that shines in the heart of the Turk (Muslim) 
and Jew. However, when I hear this form of universalism, I 
am reminded of a fel low graduate student, an Australian, 
who was showing his sl ides of Rochester, New York, to a 
group of aboriginal teacher trainees on the island of Papua, 
New Guinea. Upon viewing an advertising bi l lboard in one 
of the sl ides, one of them cried out in surprise, “Do they 
have Coca-Cola in America, too?” Are not Friends being as 
cultural ly encapsulated, as parochial, i f not condescending, 
to think that the Inner Light that shines in the hearts of 
a l l human beings is the Eternal Christ, but that only a very 
small, highly select group (which just happens to include us) 
have the correct name and understanding of this Inner Light 
or Inner Teacher?

It has been my affiliation with the Quaker Universalist Fellowship 
over the last ten years that has helped me realize that the Religious 
Society of Friends is undergoing a Copernican shift in our corporate 
religious identity. Our Society is no longer simply another Christian 
denomination with Christ at its centre. No longer do we believe 
that other religions revolve around us and our religion, but that our 
religion is one of only many that revolve around a Universal Centre. 
The Judeo-Christian tradition remains a major, but not the only, 
source of spiritual guidance. Our uniqueness and our sense of identity 
as a religious body lie not in a set of commonly held religious beliefs 
or a theology. As Thich Nhat Hanh says, “It is safer to approach God 
through the Holy Spirit than through theology.” The distinctiveness 
of Friends lies in our spiritual practices—our seeking divine leadings, 
openings, and guidance in daily prayer and meditation, our silent 
Meetings for Worship, our vocal ministry, our decision-making in 
Meetings for Business, and our testimonies of simplicity, community, 
equality, and peace.
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My Spiritual Journey
Leslie Pratt Spelman

Universalist Friends, Fall 1999, v. 33, p. 21

My spiritual development has been a long and important 
adventure: no great problems or doubts, but a steady change, bringing 
new and deeper insights concerning myself and my relation to the 
universe.

My childhood home was a home of love, peace and trust, and 
religion was an integral part of our daily life, with Bible reading 
and prayers at breakfast and church every Sunday. Looking back, 
however, I feel that we were more Congregational than Christian! The 
Congregational church was not burdened, smothered, or limited by 
creeds. Father’s insistence on the necessity of original decisions caused 
him to discuss the sermon at the Sunday dinner. We were advised not 
to accept the preacher’s interpretation of scripture, but to make our 
own conclusions. My childhood passed in a cozy relationship with 
Jesus. God I didn’t care for. I joined the church at about the age of 12 
before I really knew what it was all about. For me it was being accepted 
as a member of the clan.

In my sophomore year in high school, I was offered a job as 
organist at the local Episcopal Church. I was not ready for the 
demands of this job, but the Episcopalians must have been desperate. 
My parents were reluctant to allow me to become involved in a formal 
credal church so different from the Congregational freedom. They 
pointed out that the Episcopalians repeated inherited creeds that they 
probably did not believe or understand. (Our morning prayers were 
always spontaneous, and we did not repeat memorized evening prayers 
at bedtime.) As I carried out my organist duties week after week, I 
gradually became entranced by the beauty of the ritual—the poetry of 
the language, the impact of the chant (which I learned to accompany), 
the thrill of the changing colors for the church year, and the intriguing 
effect of the heavy incense. Although I became mesmerized by the 
more sensuous aspect of the worship, I slowly began to think of the 
words that we were repeating weekly. I questioned many of the ideas, 
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and talked with choir members who admitted that these ancient 
writings were repeated weekly without much attention to their 
meaning. I resented being called a “miserable sinner” at one point in 
the service, while a few minutes later by the sacrifice of Christ on the 
cross all the sins would be forgiven.

The change in my basic beliefs began at the Episcopal Church 
but continued to develop. My childhood dedication to the ideas of 
Jesus diminished, but a new form of spirituality developed. Important 
changes came from working as a church musician in various 
denominations, each seemingly emphasizing different aspects of 
their interpretation of the Bible. The Bible became of less importance 
to me as I considered it a collection of writings by various authors 
inspired by God. My change in attitude has been a slow but steady 
rejection of many of the basic beliefs of accepted Christian faith. 
The basic beliefs of the “mainline” Christian churches include the 
virgin birth, Jesus Christ as personal savior, his death on the cross as 
propitiation for our sins, and his ascension to heaven. These beliefs 
or creeds cannot satisfy me intellectually. My father’s early advice for 
each of us to seek our truth has been a great influence on my spiritual 
growth. Each civilization has found a need to develop its own religion. 
It often includes a belief in an afterlife, which almost requires a 
heaven and a hell. If life on Earth is only a preparation for a future life, 
then it becomes necessary to so act that a person can escape eternal 
hell-fire! How a loving God could originate such a belief is beyond 
understanding.

Being a pacifist is a part of my rebellion. Muriel, my first wife, 
had the instinct for this, and two years in Europe from 1932 to 1934 
strengthened our understanding. Muriel had an active interest in 
current events and international news. Her father had been very 
active in the Progressive Party in New York, and this made her alert 
to what was happening in the various countries. She regularly read 
the European edition of the New York Daily News, the Manchester 
Guardian, and Paris Soir. She tried to explain to me the conflicting 
ideas of the three countries about the same situation. So we 
returned to the U.S.A. confirmed pacifists, long before we 
discovered the Quakers.
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As we settled in Raleigh, North Carolina, when I accepted a 
faculty position at Meredith College, we took our membership 
directly to the local Congregational Church. That was the way I was 
brought up. We were loyal to the denomination. We might not like the 
minister, or the people, but that was where we belonged. Before I was 
30 I was made a deacon of this church, a responsibility far beyond my 
ability or skill. We had a new pastor fresh from Yale who had some 
advanced ideas about “the Negro question” in the South. We were 
to have the annual state meeting of representatives from the various 
white Congregational churches, and he had the courage to suggest 
that, for the first time, we should include pastors and representatives 
from the Black Congregational churches. I was all for it, but was soon 
talked down. However, it was finally decided that the Blacks could 
attend if they sat in the balcony. Not more than a dozen came, and I 
had the strong inspiration that I wanted to go up and sit with them. 
I was timid and young, and have always regretted not following my 
inspiration.

It was hard for us to adjust to the racial customs of the South. 
Because of my position as head of the music department at Meredith 
College, we were immediately welcomed into the beautiful social whirl 
of this center of Southern life. Our first child was due in October, and 
everyone was most helpful. I could not afford a car, and the teachers 
at the college and people from the church gathered round. Muriel was 
somewhat at a loss about how to treat a “servant,” but she had much 
advice. One woman said, “Never pay them up, or they may not return.” 
We did not follow this advice, but did find that we had to buy every 
stitch that our maid wore and take her to the dentist at our expense. 
We did have devoted loving care, and that first summer we took Willa, 
our “mammy,” with us to South Haven, Michigan, for the summer. 
My parents had friends in the local Black church and introduced her 
to them. However, after first attending their service, she said, “They 
are very different and I don’t want to go to that church.” So she had no 
social life all summer.

The educational system in North Carolina was completely 
segregated. The highest-paid teacher in a Black school had to be paid 
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less than the lowest-paid teacher in a white school. There were only 11 
grades in the Black schools. In high school, Black girls went mornings 
only. Then they would go to their station in a private home and work 
for the day. In school they learned to be excellent cooks and to care for 
others. All unkind, but that was another day.

In my alumni magazine from Oberlin I read that a Black Oberlin 
graduate had just been hired at Shaw University, the Black college in 
North Carolina. I wanted to meet him and let him know that I at least 
would welcome him. I tried to reach him by phone, but he would not 
talk. Finally I found where he lived and knocked at the door. He came 
and said, “I do appreciate your interest in being a friend, but here we 
cannot see each other. At Oberlin it was different.” So that was that. 
Conditions have changed but slowly. All this helped me to be ready for 
the Quaker custom of being a friend to all people.

While at Meredith College, we became very friendly with Helen 
Price, the teacher of Greek and Latin. She was a birthright Quaker 
from several generations, and she lent us copies of The Intelligencer 
(which later became Friends Journal). Here we found articles that 
corresponded closely with our spiritual development. We learned to 
feel a part of the Quaker Meeting for Worship on Wednesday evenings 
at the United Congregational Church where we were members. It 
felt like suddenly coming home—to be with people who thought so 
similarly to us. We felt the silent worship meaningful, as was the 
contact with the individuals who were warm and friendly. These dear 
people were “plain” Quakers: simple dress, no jewelry and no makeup 
for women. We soon began to feel a part of the group, but because of 
our “lifestyle” of elegance and pride in worldly possessions and habit 
of life, we considered that we could not be members. Our paths had 
been devoted to art, to music, and to aspects of life that these inspired 
people did not experience and did not need.

When we moved to California in 1937, we took our letter of 
membership to the Congregational Church of Redlands. We soon 
began looking for a Quaker Meeting and discovered the small group in 
Riverside Meeting on Sunday afternoon except during three months of 
summer. Here we were delighted to find a different kind of Quakerism. 
The clerk of the Meeting had oriental rugs on the floor, real paintings 
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on the walls, a home of refinement and beauty. We now felt free to 
apply for membership, and our examining committee said that they 
had expected a transference of membership instead of an application 
for membership. The hard part of this transaction was my letter 
requesting that our membership in the Congregational Church be 
discontinued after all those years of dedication to the denomination!

Muriel and I made the Meeting central in our lives. This was 
before Pacific Yearly Meeting. The Pacific Association of Friends 
was the forerunner of the present PYM. I was secretary of PAF, 
and I remember that we had fewer than 600 members—Western 
Canada, Western US, Honolulu, Tokyo and Mexico City. I was 
involved with the establishment of PYM. Howard Brinton came 
from Pendle Hill to help us with the necessary details.

Several times in my life I have been guided by some 
supernatural force outside myself. This has led to actions that often 
at the time seemed unimportant or even foolish, but have resulted 
in a deeper understanding of myself and my relation to the world.

My interest in the changing ideas of spirituality led me to 
eight years of graduate study: weekends at the Claremont Graduate 
School, the University of Michigan summer sessions, and a 
semester at Yale. It all led to a Doctor of Philosophy degree in 
Reformation History from the Claremont Graduate School in 1946. 
My colleagues at the University of Redlands wondered why I worked 
so hard for the Ph.D. when I was already a full professor and had 
tenure. I simply wanted to know more about the religion that paid so 
much attention to an afterlife.

At the University of Michigan summer session I usually signed 
up for two courses that would count toward an advanced degree, but 
always allowed one course just for fun. In the sphere of art history 
I felt secure in painting, but I felt a deficiency in architecture. One 
summer I signed up for a course in architecture, only to find when 
I attended the first class that it was not for me. It was a course for 
professionals dealing with weights, thrusts, and strength of various 
materials, not what I had imagined it to be. I had a class at 9 a.m. and 
another at 11. Ann Arbor is very hot in summer, and I decided to try 
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to locate a class within a comfortable walking distance between my 
two other classes.

After a long and unscientific search, I found a course labeled 
“Buddhist Sculpture.” I signed up for the course, went to the first 
class, was delighted, and the experience changed my life. James 
Marshall Plummer, the teacher, had spent years in China excavating 
Buddhist temples. He was an Episcopalian and a Buddhist. I spent 
many evenings in his home, and before I was ready to return to 
California, I asked him where in North America I could see the best 
Buddhist sculpture. The answer: Toronto, Boston and Kansas City. I 
returned to Redlands by bus, visiting these cities.

Plummer gave me a letter of introduction to Ananda 
Coomaraswamy, head of the Oriental division of the Boston 
Museum. I had read many of his books with great interest and looked 
forward to meeting him. I made the appointment, expecting a brief 
fifteen minutes with him, but it turned out to be over two hours. 
He helped me realize that my life could be unified, not fragmented, 
that every activity was interrelated and every act was sacred. My 
profession as a musician and teacher, my family and sex life, my 
spiritual search and everything was part of a whole. I left him 
enlightened.

When later I heard of his death, I immediately wrote his wife 
a short note of sympathy, telling her that I was using some of his 
thoughts in my teaching. She replied, “They are not his thoughts 
but eternal truth which you are privileged to pass on to those 
students who are prepared to understand them.” Two direct 
quotes from Coomaraswamy give an idea of his beliefs: “Religion 
and art are names for one and the same experience—an intuition 
of reality and identity.” “The two worlds of spiritual purity and 
sensuous delight need not, and ultimately cannot, be divided.” 
These are some of the ideas that I tried to convey to my students.

Gradually I became involved in the ideas of Confucius and Lao 
Tzu. Joseph Chan tells me that Chinese often are involved with the 
teachings of Confucius during their active professional life, but in 
retirement turn to the mysticism of Lao Tzu. I have a similar pattern, 
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as now in the final chapter of my life I find the ideas of Lao Tzu a 
constant source of inspiration and delight.

My own search for truth brought me to a realization that I 
welcomed thoughts of other religions to add to what I still believe of 
the teaching of Jesus. I was gradually attracted to the beliefs of other 
faiths. No one helped. It just happened. When I discovered that some 
other Quakers were venturing on this same path, I was overjoyed. 
The Quaker universalist movement began in England and spread 
to the U.S. in the 1970s. I prefer to change the order of the words to 
universalist Quaker as this is only a new addition to my Quaker faith. 
I have been reading the literature for several years and find much of 
interest and ideas that are along the line of my own development. I 
quote from the Indian Muslim scholar Asaf Fyzee: “I believe in God. I 
believe that Muhammad was a Messenger of God; that he was neither 
greater nor lesser than the other great teachers of the world.” I am a 
universalist Quaker.

The proper title for Quakerism is “Religious Society of Friends.” 
I have gradually developed an aversion to the term “Christian” for 
Quakerism as I understand it. I try to follow the teachings of Jesus 
as found in the four Gospels, but do not accept the beliefs of the 
Christian Church, as people have attached creeds, ceremonies and 
beliefs foreign to the ideas of Jesus. It was Paul who founded the 
church, not Jesus. George Fox rebelled at the rigid creeds and customs 
in the church of his day. Quakerism is a universal, liberating message 
of love and peace. Should it not refuse to attach itself exclusively, or to 
give priority to any religious tradition or to any theological writings 
which do not reflect perfectly and exclusively the law of love?

Gandhi, a Hindu, expressed the idea of nonviolence in opposing 
evil; Schweitzer spread the idea of “reverence for life”; John Muir 
tried to teach us reverence for nature. All these teachers give us 
guidance to the sacred. I see in the far distant future a new religion 
that is dedicated to the welfare of the entire globe. Man is not to have 
“dominion over all (life)” as alleged in Genesis 1:26. This new and 
needed religion will include all sentient beings, all plants, the Earth 
itself, as well as mankind.
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As I look back over my life, I feel that I have passed on some 
beliefs of the sacredness and spirituality of the arts and enjoyment of 
color, form and beauty in itself, not representing any object, but an 
expression of the divine. I believe in progress. I have no belief in the 
survival after death of the ego, but am thankful for the opportunity 
of being alive for these years. When Alma, my second wife, and I 
came together in our love, it was like coming home. Perhaps there is 
some survival of what an individual has accomplished, but not of the 
conscious personality. I am happy, thankful, and ready to move on.

On Why I Am a Muslim Quaker
Siti Salamah Pope

Universalist, January 1990, v. 28, p. 16

Fortunately, I was brought up as an atheist. My parents were 
Fabians, ‘boots-for-the-workers’ socialists, and meticulously ethical 
in their dealings with other people and things. It was drummed into 
me as a child that “God is like Father Christmas, dear, you grow 
out of it when you get older”. And “it is better, though harder, to be 
honest—and admit that humanity is all there is”. I absorbed all this, 
and willingly, while I was at school, finding their total and rather 
puritanical honesty preferable to the religiosity and obvious hypocrisy 
of people my own age who professed to believe in God. 

It wasn’t enough, though; I felt empty, inside. The ‘believers’ had a 
kind of impenetrable assurance, a self-confidence that I knew I lacked. 
Even though I disliked its smugness, I longed for some—some—
what? I couldn’t even articulate what I longed for. It couldn’t be God 
of course, because God was ‘an irrational belief which weak people 
needed as a support’. All I was conscious of was that people were 
nasty, the world was insane, and that there had to be something else.

So, after I left school, I went shopping. I tried the local churches 
first—the Methodists, the Anglicans, the Catholics—but empty, 
empty, they all were, and so were the people in them. (This was the 
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early ’fifties.) I gave the Quakers one try and got heartily bored: 
well-meaning people they were for sure, but at rock bottom they 
seemed as empty as everyone else, as empty as I knew I was. The 
Buddhists, the Vedanta people and even the Ethical Society seemed 
no better. I toyed with the idea of joining the Communist party; 
they were at least trying to improve the world.

But when I was 20 I found John Bennett and the Gurdjieff work, 
a system for ‘the harmonious development of man’, and although 
(and perhaps because) God was a dirty word there, the people were 
young and serious, and Bennett was the first genuinely sincere man 
I had met. Also, by this time, I’d talked to a lot of churchmen, and 
being young, arrogant (and desperate) I didn’t like being preached 
at. Bennett impressed me with his honesty; there was also a kind 
of intangible ‘solidarity’ about him. He had an inner authority that 
simply made you aware that he was not one of the hollow men. He 
didn’t seem to need to impress anyone: therefore he didn’t preach. So I 
joined the Gurdjieff work, married another of his young turks, and dug 
myself into Bennett’s centre at Coombe Springs.

Three years down the line (by now it was 1957), Bennett talked 
to us after an early morning meditation that we’d just done together. 
“Since Gurdjieff died”, he began, “I have been able to help you young 
people on the spiritual path, but I have had no help for myself. So I 
have been looking, and looking in the direction in which Gurdjieff told 
me to look, ‘the far Indies’. Last year I found something, which I have 
been trying, and I have since come to believe that this can help us 
all. If you want to try this new thing,” he concluded, “sign up, over 
there”.

We did, of course. Bennett was our idol, our guru, and what was 
good enough for him was certainly good enough for us. Thus Tom 
and I found Subud (‘Soobood’)—and God.

Another ten years or so down the line, we were living with 
our first two children in Indonesia, and Tom embraced (as the 
expression is) Islam. I went along with it and, without any thought, 
became a Muslim too. After all, all the religions were O.K., weren’t 
they; they’d all come from God, and Indonesia was a Muslim 
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country, so why not? But really, Subud was enough for me. Through 
Subud I had found what I had been searching for all those years, 
and I just wasn’t interested in religion any more. God was one 
thing: religion was obviously quite another.

Then one day, out of the blue, one of the kids asked me, “If 
you’ve got God, Mum, what do you need a religion for?” “You don’t”, 
I answered firmly. “I’ve become a Muslim because Daddy did. But it 
hasn’t made any difference to me”.

I couldn’t forget the question, though. It began to gnaw at me. 
Some days later a friend stopping over in Jakarta left a rather bulky 
book behind, “too heavy going for me—and for my airline weight 
allowance too”. It was on Christianity. I read it; I can’t remember 
now its name or its author, but it was written by a Catholic priest 
who had been cast out of the Vatican for publishing it. It was a 
complete and historical expose of a lot of the standard teachings 
of the Catholic and perhaps other Christian churches—but, on the 
other hand, the entire book was permeated by such a tremendous 
love of Christ that it had an extraordinarily powerful effect on 
me. On the one hand he was excoriating the church, and on the 
other he was devoted to the idea, the essence, the vision of the 
Christ—and at times I found myself inexplicably weeping as I read 
it. I recognized, too, that my firm denial of my daughter’s question 
had been less than honest. Now, with this odd weeping, I knew that 
something was up: something was changing, and emerging, that I 
didn’t really want to admit to.

Now: the formless worship, the connecting with the Spirit, or 
God, which is in Subud, is called the ‘latihan’ (‘lutt-ee-hunn’), and 
normally one attends general group sessions twice a week. After I’d 
been reading this ‘heavy’ book on Christ for a while, I began to receive 
deeply moving religious intuitions and even a vision or two about 
Christianity, during the latihan. As with the book, the latihan process 
now began to make me weep. I felt foul, filthy, and weighted down 
with tremendous burdens. A vision of Mary the Mother and a gift of 
knowledge that I was given of her purity and her grace set me off into 
paroxysms of tears and remorse. A profound process of change was 
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underway in my being. I learned the ineffable meaning of the birth of 
the holy child. Other insights, less profound, followed on other days 
and in other latihans. For the first time, I began to understand what 
worship really was.

When this intense period of purification and regeneration had 
waned I began to see the wonderfully absurd side of it all. Here I was, 
the once complete atheist who had so recently become a Muslim, who 
was now having receivings and visions and insights into the essence 
of Christianity: What on Earth was I to do now, change my religion? 
My husband—who’d been given the name Abdullah when he became 
a Muslim—was sensible. “Leave it for a while,” he suggested. “Wait and 
see what happens”. So I left the question unanswered and just got on 
with my ordinary life.

At the time I was working part-time in the National Museum in 
downtown Jakarta. The ‘Stone’ section was full of magnificent Hindu 
statuary (relics from Indonesia’s Hindu period) mostly dating from the 
8th to the 14th centuries. As I worked among the great, dusty statues 
I grew increasingly attached to them. Full of iconic symbols (which it 
was my job to list, and research their meanings) they began to have an 
effect on me. I began, without looking things up in the literature first, 
to ‘know’ what certain things meant. The skull, for instance, on the 
left-hand side of Siva’s maha-kota (the high crown of divinity) meant 
death, death to the Jungian persona, the false mask we all live with; 
the crescent moon carved on the other side was an iconic symbol of 
rebirth. Checking up in the library, I found such insights, this ‘instant 
knowledge’ that just popped into my mind, agreed with the standard 
authorities. I found this intriguing, not only as a process but as ‘proof’ 
that traditional art forms had once been created out of scienta, a deep 
knowledge of human nature that western psychologists had only just 
begun to understand—and which western artists didn’t know existed. 
I grew more and more attached to some of the statues of the early (8-
10th century) classical period.

At the same time, at home, one of my kids was driving me 
wild. Hyperactive, and unconsciously treading—and hard—on my 
weaknesses (as kids often do, of course), she and I did battle at least 
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once a day, about, oh very ordinary things. I have one vivid memory, 
today, of myself then, standing over her, shrieking while she cowered 
on her bed. I was not hitting her physically, but I was so furious I was 
lashing her (far more destructively, probably) with my tongue. “Don’t 
Mummy, don’t”, she moaned, clutching her stomach. “You’re hurting 
me”. And suddenly, I saw I was being Durga. I was Durga, the Dark 
Goddess of destruction; she was me, and I was her. I was destroying 
my child. And I was enjoying it. That was the horror: I was enjoying it.

The next day down at the Museum I stood in front of Durga, the 
dark goddess, and took a good long look at myself. She was carved 
from a black, volcanic type of rock—and right next to her was her 
other self, carved out of a stab of cool, grey granite speckled with 
flecks of something that gleamed, a gently smiling queen, Parvati, 
Siva’s beloved consort. I began to laugh: here I was, both devil and 
goddess, both evil and perfect woman—yes, both—and I realised with 
a blaze of insight that all the different Hindu gods and goddesses were 
simply iconic representations of the archetypal presences in us of 
cosmic forces that are also ‘out there’ in the world.

Inevitably, perhaps, my experience in the Subud latihans now 
began to reflect my involvement at the museum; and one evening that 
I particularly remember, the latihan process led me through the Hindu 
trimurti (Trinity) and showed me their separate realities, not just as 
cultural images, but as profound and living forces in nature and God—
and, of course, in the microcosm, myself.

Again I felt myself deeply moved; again I worshiped, again I felt 
the rich, magnificent, utter truths of Hinduism. And again I felt the 
terrible dishonesty of my being a Muslim. “I can’t go on with this,” 
I told Abdulah, “It’s morally despicable. How can I go on being a 
Muslim when I’m really a Hindu?” But he shrugged his shoulders and 
again suggested I wait. “After all, you were a full-blown Christian a few 
months ago,” he pointed out. “Just leave it; wait a while. Who knows 
what’ll happen next?”

What happened next was that I was given a new assignment at 
the museum, working this time on the Buddhist sculptures. Whereas 
the Hindu sculptures are rich in symbolic decoration and profusely 
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ornamented down to every little detail, the Buddhist statuary is plain. 
Indonesia was only Buddhist from the 9th to the 10th centuries—and 
then only in certain geographic areas—but it was then that the great 
monument of Borobudur was erected in central Java. Although there 
are not many Buddhist figures in the museum (compared with the vast 
assortment and variety of Hindu statuary), their qualitative difference 
from the richly ornamented Hindu figures is striking.

One head of a pendeta (priest) particularly interested me; 
outwardly just a life-size head carved out of stone, that face has a 
quality of extreme simplicity and peace and goodness that I first 
admired and then began to ‘feel’ emanating from it, as it were. A 
much-weathered image—a man-size figure—of Avolakiteshvara also 
appealed to me very much; he (or it, if you prefer the cosmic rather 
than the personal scale) was the Buddhist equivalent of the Christ, 
who, denying himself the place that was his in heaven, chose to 
incarnate on Earth to help other people on their path to salvation. The 
figure itself is plain, simple and even severe, and the single garment 
it wears is of the utmost simplicity. I liked this; my Celtic ancestors 
raised their faint and puritanical presence in my blood, and I began 
to approve whole-heartedly—mentally as well as emotionally—of the 
principles and the simplicity of Buddhism.

But it was the actual statues of the Buddha figure that now began 
to affect me. Again I began receiving insights about the Buddha-
nature, and to see truth embedded within the tenets of his teachings. 
And this time, without fireworks or visions in the Subud latihan, I 
realized that I was a quietly devout Buddhist. I turned to studying the 
texts, and found I ‘knew’ what was true and what was false, what was 
ancient and authentic and what was newer and had been inserted later. 
It was a sweet knowing, though, and I grew very happy. Not happy, 
perhaps, so much as peaceful, and contented, in myself. The great ideal 
of Simplicity installed itself into me, as it were—I stopped wearing 
jewellry; I quit smoking and drank nothing but water all the time. 
But everything else went on as usual; I got the kids off to school, I did 
welfare work, wrote up my notes, and finally my job at the museum 
finished. 
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At this time it was nearly Ramadhan, the Muslim month of 
fasting. For several years now Adbullah and I and even the children 
had done the fast, along with Indonesian friends, Subud members in 
Indonesia, and most other Indonesians too. There was, I had thought, 
nothing very special about fasting; it was simply ‘done’ once a year or 
so. In the warmth of the tropics, after the discomfort of the first day or 
two, it wasn’t even hard, and life went on much the same all through 
the thirty days.

Filled with my new impulse towards simplicity, though, this 
year I decided I’d fast ‘properly’; I’d monitor my tongue, and check 
my thoughts and feelings and intentions constantly for their purity 
(or otherwise). I began to pray regularly, too. As I hadn’t a clue how 
Buddhists prayed, and as I didn’t have any time to go looking for 
instruction, I began by just doing the Muslim prayers, five times a day. 
In the evening latihans, too, I often found myself on my knees: not 
praying ‘for’ something, but opening myself inwardly to that Spirit, 
that Essence, that power of God that has no form, no direction and no 
name. I was moved, again, sometimes, to weeping.

As the fasting month went on I became more and more sensitive 
to my inner ‘disorder’, and my essential lack of purity or what I was 
now calling ‘Simplicity’. I found myself praying for forgiveness, not 
for specific things, but just because I was very complex and very 
imperfect.

As the fast wore on, I noticed the spiritual energy in the latihan 
process was working me over strongly. By the end of some of the 
general group latihans I was sometimes moved to dance, and to sing, 
in strangely new (for me) ways, moved from within by the Spirit. 
And sometimes I wept for joy. During the day I began to feel ‘high’. I 
was teaching now, and as I did so I praised God (silently, of course); 
I marvelled and gloried in His creation—this world, my family, my 
students, the very buses in the streets—and I was filled to overflowing 
with gratitude, to That Which Is and always will be.

And, I began to receive visions in the latihan again. I saw the 
sword of Islam, and knew, without a trace of doubt, that the authentic 
essence of Islam is justice: justice Absolute and Unincarnate, and 
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that, sometime, sooner or later, we have to face that. Muhammad was 
a messenger, and I saw him and dropped and kissed his brown foot, 
and ‘knew’ that he was a man: but also that the Koran was inspired—
breathed into him by God to remedy the strange distortions of the 
previous, last great Message (that is, of ‘Christianity’) that had crept 
in during the 700 years that had elapsed since the last outpouring 
of God’s power and grace into our world. And as I wept, again, for 
the strength and the certainty and the compassion of it all, I felt 
the historical progression of the prophets, from Adam, to Moses, to 
Abraham, and on to Jesus and Muhammad. And how each one was 
given a Great Task, to remedy that which human nature had made of 
the dispensation that had been sent before. I realised, too, my blissful 
and infinitesimal nothingness, and my utter dependence on that Holy 
and Universal ‘Something’ which we label almighty God and the 
Spirit.

Islam (Al-Islam, The Surrender), I grew to appreciate, was a 
very simple way: all I had to do was to surrender, surrender myself 
to God (Al-Lah, The God), surrender my own big ego, stuffed full 
of the furniture of habits and preconceived ideas as it is: surrender 
it to the spiritual power of God, and let It guide my actions and 
my life. The ‘fatalism’ of Islam, I saw, was an aberration; what 
man needs is active surrender to God—in order to be active (but 
differently) working in this world.

Another insight I had was that God is like a computer—a 
Universal, Divine Computer— with complete knowledge of each 
and every human individual, and his and her every thought, feeling, 
and act. So whenever I did something that was wrong, it was as if 
a ‘button’ was pushed, and the ‘programme’ was changed slightly; 
and the same when I did something that was right. It all seemed so 
simple, suddenly: we humans are all equal, equal that is in the sight 
of God, and God ‘computes’ our lives for us, allowing us free will, 
presenting us with choices, and letting us do what we choose. For 
better, for worse, I realised with a shock. Because for everything 
there comes an inescapable result—for better, or for worse.
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At the end of Ramadhan, Muslims ask forgiveness of each 
other. Children of parents and parents of children, husbands of 
wives and wives of husbands, and to all one’s family and friends. 
There is an orgy of forgiving, and an outpouring of general 
goodwill towards everyone. And the giving away of alms seems 
just a natural development, out of the fast and out of the love 
and power of connectedness that is generated in the moments 
of asking forgiveness. By this time, of course, although I didn’t 
remember it then, my happy bout of Buddhism had faded. I was 
now a thoroughly convinced Muslim—and am, to this day. But one 
last odd, ancestral connection occurred to me as I settled in to 
becoming a ‘proper’ Muslim. My parents, the atheists and socialists, 
had been brought up by their own parents who had been fanatic 
church people—too fanatic—puritanical Celts, low church people, 
‘Wee Kirk’, I think it was called, the essence of which was (a very 
narrow-minded) simplicity. The narrow-mindedness had caused my 
parents to rebel and become devout and atheistic humanists; I, in 
turn (and my brother, too, as it happened), had rebelled against that 
emptiness and become convinced religious—but with a decided 
bias towards the simple life. And, too, the simple approach to God, 
without any priests or intermediaries, or any rituals or words or 
set, symbolic devotions: just a direct submission to the power of 
the One God. Well, even Islam has a lot of words in it: but it was 
the least ritualised of the religions, and there were no priests, and 
there was a clear mandate for humankind to be active in looking 
after the natural world. I felt, at last, in order, in the right place.

That was all years ago. Yet, having been a convinced, if not a 
very orthodox, Muslim for some ten years or so, saying the regular 
prayers (in English, I should say; I still believe God understands 
languages other than Arabic), as well as fasting, and reading the 
Koran (in translation), I found some months ago, while doing a spot 
of digging into some of my current interior furniture, that although 
I was entirely happy with the essence and the principles of Islam, I 
didn’t care too much for the social aspect, including the war between 
Iran and Iraq, or the occasional fanatic who came my way and tried 
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to alter my habits because I wasn’t a ‘real’ (i.e. an Indonesian born) 
Muslim. Now I was working in the Center for Futures Studies, at the 
National University, and a global vision in the religious no less than 
in the social and environmental areas seemed a necessity. The Rector, 
Sutan Takdir Alisjahbana, in his youth a great social activist, and still 
today a poet, social scientist and philosopher of international standing, 
thought the same way (which was, I think, why he’d hired me in the 
first place). But, all in all, I began to feel a trifle incomplete again. I 
lacked a definable and comfortable ‘heresy’ to be in touch with. As a 
fanatic inter-culturalist and internationalist, totally convinced—and 
dedicated to—the fundamental unity of the human race, I now, and 
with a marvellous sense of paradox, felt the need for some roots back 
in the culture from which I had emerged! But again, I did nothing; I 
had learned, by now, to wait. I just put in a request, as it were, to The 
Power(s) that Be, then forgot about it, inwardly, and just got on with 
my work.

Some Quaker friends follow the Subud spiritual latihan, and 
a few years ago a couple of them, Matthew Barry Sullivan and his 
wife Elizabeth, of Jordan, had given me some of the universalist 
literature. It hadn’t impressed me much at the time, but it was 
cheap and by default I’d continued subscribing. I had been more 
impressed by a couple of American Quaker friends, Jim and 
Cheryl Keen, both in what they were doing academically (at 
Harvard) and for things they did in the welfare field. To cut a long 
story short, excavating my desk at home one day I came across 
one of the old universalist magazines. And instead of throwing it 
in the wastepaper basket, along with almost everything else, I put 
it aside. It insisted, as it were, that I take notice. The next day, I 
wrote off for more.

Anyway—and, again, perhaps inevitably—my lack of interest 
in Quakerism as a religion now changed, and one day I realized 
that there was something in me that distinctly felt a need to 
become a Quaker, and that it wouldn’t leave me in peace until I 
had done so. We quake in the Subud latihan, sometimes: perhaps 
I was a Quaker manqué, I wondered? But I couldn’t be just a 
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Christian Quaker, I thought, not after all this. I wrote off and 
asked for still more literature, and ‘how to become a Quaker 
universalist’—deciding, consciously, that the inward dimension 
wasn’t enough, this time, and that I should officially become a 
card-carrying Quaker universalist. Its emphasis on the simple 
and direct approach to God reassured me that there would be no 
need either inwardly or outwardly to give up being a Muslim; they 
seemed to go very well, together—and I certainly felt comfortable 
with the mix. If ‘mix’ is what it is.

In sum, I believe—and through experiences have had proven 
to me—that what the Buddhists say is true: that “all the religions 
are different paths up the mountain”. With the dynamic of the 
spiritual input from the Subud latihan, I had spent some time 
clambering along a variety of different paths. But now, in choosing 
to be a Muslim and a Quaker universalist, I feel I am on not two 
different paths, but on my own individual path, which embraces the 
single essence of both.

Today, the children have left home, and the resolving or the 
reconciliation of the practice of the Subud latihan, with Islam and 
Quaker universalism, all combine happily in me with a hard but 
very satisfying job. I am at last, at 56, my self, an ordinary woman, 
wife and mother. And because I feel I owe it to God that I begin, 
at last, to repay what I have been given, I work, now, as a Futurist. 
There is a lot that needs to be done in the world (“think globally, act 
locally”) if humankind is to survive intact and learn to nourish our 
planet.

Nothing Divides Us
John Linton

Universalist, July 1994, v. 12, p. 16

Gandhiji was above all a searcher after the Truth. He called his 
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autobiography his ‘Experiments with Truth’. In matters religious, he 
was always open to new truth. The Quaker Universalist Group takes 
its stand on that same openness to new truth.

I would like to tell you how I personally came to this position. 
I feel I am a religious person, like Gandhiji, yet I could never accept 
so-called orthodoxy. What I am really interested in has always been 
‘What is an intellectually respectable basis for religious belief?’ 
Perhaps I may give a little personal background. I was brought up as an 
Anglican (i.e. a member of the Church of England), and even studied 
at theological college. The more I studied, the more I became aware of 
a yawning gap between what I was expected to believe and what I felt 
to be the reality, the more I came to be conscious of the phenomenon 
of brain-washing. Here was I in one little corner of the Earth being 
asked to believe that something called the Anglican Church was the 
repository of all truth while at other churches and chapels down the 
road somewhat different claims were being made, yet all within the 
Christian fold.

However, I could not fail to notice that outside and beyond 
Christendom quite other claims were being made about the truth. All 
these poor people ‘beyond the pale’, I was expected to believe, were 
unenlightened heathens and pagans whom I was expected to go out 
and convert to Christianity, preferably to the Anglican version of it.

At the same time I could not help noticing that some of these 
benighted heathen were quite keen to come and convert me to their 
particular form of belief. Why was it, I could not help wondering, 
that all these other people had been led into error while I had been 
specially favoured with access to the one and only truth? This I 
came to regard as the geographical dilemma. If one were born in 
Christendom, one was one of the chosen ones; if anywhere else, one 
was likely to suffer eternal damnation.

So in the end I gave up all my Anglican beliefs and became a 
sceptic and an agnostic. I still accept these terms today: a sceptic 
I define as one who looks critically at all he is asked to believe; an 
agnostic, one who claims that in the sphere of religion there is no such 
thing as knowledge. I was much influenced at the time by Arnold 
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Toynbee’s query, in his ‘Study of History’: 
Which is the more consonant with the Christian belief that 
God is love? The belief that there is only one revelation of the 
truth and one road to salvation? Or the belief common to 
Hinduism and to the pre-Christian religions of the Hellenic 
world, that the heart of the mystery of the universe must be 
approachable by more roads than one?

But in addition to the geographical, there was another dilemma 
which I called the philosophical one. This concerns the whole nature 
of religious belief. I had been brought up to study philosophy at 
college, and the whole trend of 20th century philosophy has been 
towards language analysis. Anyone who remembers the late Dr. Joad 
will recall his habit of saying, in reply to all questions: “It all depends 
what you mean by . . .”. So I started by applying this idea to all the 
religious beliefs I had been brought up with. What was meant by all 
the phrases to be found in the Christian creed? What was the meaning 
of such a biblical statement as “I know that my redeemer liveth”? 
I soon came to the conviction that all such ideas arose from the 
imagination, were imaginary. This did not mean that the values they 
enshrined were untrue, only that religious ideas such as the fatherhood 
of God could never be proved. One was told, of course, that one should 
believe these things without question and not entertain doubts. But 
my reason would not accept that. I felt that religion might transcend 
reason, but should not contradict it.

So I came to the conclusion that we have all been brainwashed 
in one way or another, not only Christians, but others too, and 
that true religion is not a matter of indoctrination with dogmatic 
beliefs but an acceptance of spiritual values. I made a distinction 
between ‘theological’ religions such as Judaism, Christianity and 
Islam, with their emphasis on dogma, and ‘theosophical’ religions 
such as Hinduism and Buddhism, with their emphasis on religious 
speculation. But I have the impression that some dogma has crept into 
these too.

What is relevant . . . is that when I came to know Gandhiji’s 
views on religion, I found myself in almost complete agreement 
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with them. His declared view that no religion is a final revelation or 
has a monopoly of truth is exactly the position which the Quaker 
Universalist Group takes.

I come now to the Religious Society of Friends (Quakers). In spite 
of my scepticism and agnosticism, I still felt the religious urge, and so 
I joined the Friends because of their openness and absence of dogma. 
But I still found that a majority of Friends held traditional Christian 
views, and so when an opportunity arose at an annual meeting of 
the so-called Seekers’ Association in London, I spoke out about my 
universalist convictions. I was surprised to get a warm response 
and encouragement for these views, and so a year later the Quaker 
Universalist Group was formed in order to give support to the many 
Friends and attenders at Quaker Meetings holding these views.

Of course, this is a controversial subject among Quakers. Many 
members feel that the Society of Friends should remain Christian. 
The subject is being constantly aired in Quaker journals. Universalist 
Quakers however are not trying to convert their Christian fellow-
members, but are only asking that their viewpoint may also be 
accepted as a valid one.

So what is the relevance of all this to us today? My own view is 
that universalism has to come. It is not really possible to believe that, 
in the last two or three thousand years, a paltry period in man’s long 
history, man has received a final revelation of the truth. Revelation is a 
continuous process, and the search for truth is also continuous. That 
is the challenge and also the excitement of it. Moreover, though there 
may be a divine spark in them, the historic religions are essentially 
man-made. They are man’s attempt to get to grips with the eternal 
verities.

I come now to the so-called interfaith movement. This movement 
is good so far as it goes. It takes the line that one should be friendly 
to people of other religions while remaining within one’s own. But it 
does not answer the question at the heart of the matter, namely ‘Why 
are there all these different religions?’ This is an area where I differ 
from Gandhiji. It will be recalled that at one stage Mira Ben wanted 
to become a Hindu, but Gandhi discouraged her. He said that he was 
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against religious conversion and recommended everyone become a 
better member of his or her own religion. But the historic religions, 
because they make unacceptable claims, have always been divisive, 
causing in some cases great bitterness, war and terrible crimes 
against humanity. You have seen it in the Indian subcontinent. One 
watches with horror what is going on in the Lebanon. We have had 
it in Ireland. In my own city of Oxford, there is a memorial to three 
Anglican bishops burnt at the stake during the reign of the Catholic 
Queen Mary. Today there is the danger of religious fundamentalism 
growing in Christian and Islamic countries. The yearning for religious 
certainty and authority must somehow be exposed as a negative and 
reactionary development. Only the growth of a universalist outlook 
can counteract these trends. The various religions should forget their 
differences and cooperate in, to quote Sri Aurobindo, “a sustained and 
all-comprehending effort at spiritual self-evolution”.

It will be argued, as a Muslim friend argued the other day, that 
simple folk such as villagers will be lost if they are asked to give up 
the religious beliefs and practices to which they are accustomed. 
More educated folk also tend to become very attached to the practice 
of their religion. Any change will certainly involve an educational 
process which will take time, but will it not be far better than the 
communalism which exists today?

So what is the moral of all this for today? I would like to make a 
somewhat startling suggestion. It is that the time may have come for 
us to consider whether we should stop calling ourselves Christian 
or Muslim, Hindu or Buddhist. These terms are divisive, potentially 
provocative, and at heart irrelevant. It is the continuous spiritual 
search that really matters. We are all fellow human beings groping 
after the truth that lies beyond all religions. . . .



CHAPTER 5:  
SPIRITUALITY AND MYSTICISM

Mysticism and Spirituality:  
Reflections on a QUG Local Meeting

Richard Eddleston

Universalist, October 2005, v. 75, p. 32

This article was born out of one of the fruitful QUG meetings 
that we hold regularly in Nottingham. The meeting developed 
into a discussion about mysticism and spirituality, whether they 
were the same or different, and the nature of their relationship to 
religion. I found it helpful to consider religion and mysticism as 
two interlocking circles with a third circle, spirituality, laid on top, 
covering a proportion of the two below.

It may be that the three circles represent a continuum rather 
than separate circles.

Either way, to the left, we have religion, in the centre, spirituality, 
and to the right, mysticism. There is a good deal of overlap between 
religion and spirituality, and between spirituality and mysticism, but 
little between mysticism and religion.

My own interpretation is that religion encompasses all the 
outward forms and trappings of a religion, including the important 
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part of passing on the beliefs and culture of that religion to future 
generations. It is often here that there can be power and control issues 
between the people and the ‘priest’ who may act as a mediator with 
God.

Universalists tend to be happiest discussing the spiritual aspects. 
According to the back page of Universalist, “spiritual awareness is 
accessible to everyone of any religion or none”. It is often difficult to 
put into words but can include spiritual exercises, such as meditation 
and prayer, fasting etc. and how we relate to others and the world 
about us.

Mystical experiences, on the other hand, are more often ‘one-off’ 
events. The obvious example is Paul’s experience on the Damascus 
Road. Although such an experience cannot normally be put into 
words, it can be a life-changing event for the person experiencing it. 
There is often a sudden flip in consciousness, so that the person sees 
or intuitively understands reality in a different way. A person can 
spend years afterwards trying to work out the experience and what it 
means.

I find the diagram helpful when I apply it to the interrelationship 
among all major religions. The mystical experience is the same for 
all religions, although the words used to describe it may be different. 
From that same experience, the other two circles radiate out in slightly 
different directions. As for spiritual awareness, there is a great deal 
of overlap between all religions, though there is scope for differences. 
Clearly there is more overlap between different sects of the same 
religion. When it comes to the religious aspects, however, there is 
a great deal of scope for differences. Unfortunately, it is this aspect 
that is seen by the outside world, as well as by fundamentalists within 
religions. This is hardly surprising as we are talking about the outward 
trappings, rather than what is going on within a person or within a 
Meeting.

The challenge, as always, is to get beyond the religious aspects, so 
that we can all see the similarities in the spiritual circle.
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Mystical Experience and Prophetic Insight
Ralph Hetherington

Universalist, February 2000, v. 58, p. 9

Quakers have always insisted that their lives should be subject 
to divine guidance. That such guidance was possible and open to 
everyone rested on the further belief that there was something of 
God in everyone. Quaker theologians like Rufus Jones have held that 
there are two aspects of spiritual experience: one consisting of pure 
experience, as it were, without any element of guidance or even of 
moral implications, and the other clearly and unequivocally directive 
in nature. The former I shall call mystical experience and the latter I 
shall call prophetic insight. Although one may lead to the other, this 
is by no means always the case. One often seems to occur without the 
other.

Mystical experience does not always happen in a religious setting, 
and indeed there may be nothing overtly religious about it. Nowadays 
it has become the custom to call this type of experience ‘peak 
experience’. There is now a large literature describing it. Mystical 
experience seems to have one or more of the following qualities:

1. Ineffability: The experience cannot be adequately described in 
words.

2. Noetic quality: The experience seems to carry a great weight of 
meaning and significance, although quite what that meaning is 
may not be evident.

3. Transience: The experience is fleeting, even momentary, and 
usually cannot be sustained for very long.

4. Passivity: The experience is passive. The thing just happens 
to the experiencer who usually takes no active part in its 
development.

5. Sense of oneness with everything: One of the most 
characteristic features seems to be the feeling of being part of 
a larger whole. 

While such experiences in their intense form are rare, there is also 
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a whole range of less intense and more frequent experiences extending 
from the peak experience itself to what Thomas Kelly calls “mild 
moments of lift or faint glimpses of glory”.

For Quakers, guidance from God, in the form of prophetic insight, 
has to be direct and unmediated by any prophet or guru. Quakers 
know it as ‘The Inward Light’. This type of spiritual experience 
contrasts sharply, in a number of important respects, with peak 
experience. Whereas the latter is a ‘taste and see’ experience in 
which the experiencer is passive, the former is a ‘get up and go’ 
experience in which the experiencer is highly active. Instead 
of being an ineffable experience, the Inward Light is clear and 
unambiguous, leaving us in no doubt about its meaning and import. 
It is highly specific and directive in nature.

Two other features distinguish these two types of experience. 
They concern moral issues and questions of authenticity. Peak 
experiences are beyond considerations of morality. The question of 
their goodness or badness is never called into question. They just 
are. Inward Light experiences, on the other hand, are highly charged 
with moral judgement. They concern matters of ‘should’ and ‘ought’. 
The vexed question of authenticity is not a problem in the case of 
mystical experience, which carries its own authority. It never occurs 
to us to question it. But this is not so with prophetic insight. How do 
we know that such insight is a true leading? Even spiritual giants like 
George Fox, James Nayler and John Woolman all seem, in retrospect, 
to have been mistaken in some of their insights. Friends, fortunately, 
have always recognised that prophetic insight is fallible and instituted 
the practice of referring such insights to the ‘gathered Meeting’ for 
approval. Sometimes it may appear, in retrospect, that the Meeting 
itself rather than the individual seems to have been mistaken. This 
happened when John Woolman’s views on the evils of slavery were 
rejected by London Yearly Meeting, a judgement it had later to reverse. 
In the end it has to be left to the individual to make the decision 
in the light of his or her leading, since matters of authenticity can 
only be judged in the light of subsequent events. The primacy of the 
Inward Light is an important principle for Friends in Baltimore Yearly 
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Meeting today. At one time this was not so, and for many Yearly 
Meetings worldwide it is still the case that scripture rather than the 
Inward Light remains the final and indisputable authority. In these 
traditions it would seem that prophetic insight might have little part to 
play.

The Reality of the Spiritual
Jean F. Edwards

Universalist, January 1983, v. 9, p. 18

Looking back over the 35 years or so during which I have been 
a member of the Society of Friends, I realise that I have changed 
a good deal in my understanding of the Quaker faith—and no 
doubt will continue to do so. I have moved from a fairly traditional 
Christian viewpoint to what I hope and think is a deeper sensitivity 
to the spiritual and a truer understanding of the Quaker faith. I have 
increasingly over the years learnt to value the truths in other faiths 
and to recognise that they may enshrine insights to which we in the 
West are often blind.

Many faiths have enriched my spiritual life and have given 
me joy: Zen Buddhism, Taoism, the Upanishads, the writings of 
Krishnamurti—each has helped me through difficult phases in my 
life, while in no way diminishing my response to the person and 
teachings of Jesus, as far as I understand them. For what these other 
faiths have taught me, I shall forever be grateful. I am no authority 
on comparative religion, but what I have read of other faiths does not 
conflict with what I read in the New Testament. To be responsive to 
the truths contained in other world religions seems to me to be truer 
to the spirit of Jesus than to confine ourselves to our own particular 
religion which, it has to be admitted, is the result of our being born in 
a certain place at a particular time.

Not only may our understanding of the Quaker faith change, 
but Christianity itself is changing in the light of modern scholarship 
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and man’s continuing understanding of himself and of the universe 
in which he lives. Theology is not static (as I once used to think); 
it is dynamic and ongoing. John Hick, in God and the Universe of 
Faiths, speaks of the needed Copernican revolution in theology. As 
in astronomy, he writes, those who once believed in the dogma that 
the Earth is the centre of the revolving universe had to recognise 
that the sun is in at the centre, with all the planets (including our 
Earth) moving round it. Similarly he sees a need for a Copernican 
revolution in theology involving an equally radical transformation in 
our conception of the ‘universe of faiths’, recognising that God is at the 
centre, with the religions of mankind revolving around God.

Increasingly, I have come to see the Quaker faith as being closer to 
the ‘perennial philosophy’ than it is to orthodox Christianity. By the 
perennial philosophy I mean that ‘ancient philosophy of mysticism’ (as 
Howard Brinton calls it) discovered again and again in all religions, 
though with different forms and names. Happold in his Study of 
Mysticism has this to say of it:

Not only has mysticism its fount in what is the raw material 
of all religion, but also the most profound insights of religious 
truth have their origin in the mystical experience of those who 
have led the spiritual progress of the human race. Not only 
have they received a vision of reality which is beyond that of 
space-time, they have also found a way from separation to 
union, a way of timeless life.

Stressing the mystical element in the Quaker faith does not 
involve a denial that in origin and inspiration it is within the 
Christian tradition. But we have to recognise that all living religions 
are subject to change and growth. I find myself in agreement with 
the universalists when they say that “no religion can claim to have a 
monopoly of truth”.

Nor of course can the Quaker faith. I was interested recently 
to read in Howard Brinton’s Friends for 300 Years that the word 
Quakerism has only recently come into use. “The primitive Quakers” 
he writes “called their doctrine ‘the Truth’”, and he writes the word 
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with a capital letter. A Quaker was one who “professes the Truth”. 
Now that to me does not altogether tie in with the Quaker reminder 
“to be ready at all times to receive fresh Light from whatever quarter it 
may come”. This piece of advice seems to recognise clearly that while 
truth may not change, our apprehension of it most certainly does—so 
we need to keep a certain openness of mind if we are to be free to 
respond to it. To me Quakerism is not ‘the Truth’ in any final sense, 
but it points towards a fundamental religious truth: the reality of the 
spiritual, and the spirit as available to us here and now.

John Macmurray wrote somewhere that “what makes us 
Christians is an attitude of mind and a way of life”—not doctrinal 
beliefs. So ‘faith’ may be understood not as a matter of assenting to 
theological truths, but as involving hope and trust. This searching, 
questing spirit epitomises to me the approach of our Society, with its 
sensitivity to our developing spiritual awareness—the Quaker faith 
gives us room to grow and to develop. Have we not found this in our 
Meetings for Worship at their best—that when we trust in the reality 
of the Spirit deep within us, we find ourselves held and sustained 
and healed? Ministry, when it arises from these depths, will be 
immediately recognised as authentic and lifegiving. Jung has described 
the general neurosis of our time as an increasingly pervasive sense 
of futility—the loss of meaning. Does not our awareness of a spiritual 
reality penetrating the phenomenal world as we know it, does not this 
restore to us that sense of meaning which makes us whole?

The emphasis which Quakers put on experience as the source of 
religious faith is reflected in the writings of many thoughtful men and 
women today. Edward Carpenter, the Dean of Westminster, in a recent 
broadcast, referred to the importance of getting behind language to 
the primary experience out of which it is born, and added: “Maybe 
the present confrontation of faiths will encourage us to see as a high 
priority universal, common human experience as the basic area for 
investigation”. Seeking the place where words come from, as we might 
say! William Law wrote: “Though God is everywhere present, yet he is 
only present to thee in the deepest and most central part of thy soul”. 
To me, the Quaker faith is about seeking, and sometimes finding, this 
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timeless eternal dimension contained within the temporal. This, to 
me, is the meaning of ‘seeking to know one another in that which is 
eternal’. And from this inward experience all else flows, to be made 
manifest in the outward world, illuminating and transforming it.

A Very Different Jesus
Jim McDowell

Universalist, October 1999, v. 57, p. 14

The Gospel of Thomas, which was found amongst a collection of 
fifty-two early Christian scriptures discovered near Nag Hammadi in 
Upper Egypt in 1945, has opened up a startlingly new perspective on 
Jesus and on the intrinsic meaning and spiritual significance of his 
teachings.

These scriptures, forty-two of which, including the Gospel of 
Thomas, were previously unknown, [1] had been hidden during 
the 4th century at the time of a vicious campaign of persecution, 
extermination and burning of scriptures, which self-styled ‘orthodox’ 
Christianity inflicted upon those whose beliefs as to the nature and 
significance of Jesus’ mission differed front its own, and whom it 
vilified as ‘heretics’. Their allegedly ‘heretical’ scriptures found at 
Nag Hammadi were, seemingly, the only copies so far found which 
had survived that holocaust. Thus they represent the only available 
detailed source of information about the ideas and beliefs of a sector 
of the early church which had developed mainly in Syria, and whose 
perception of Jesus and of the meaning and spiritual significance of his 
mission was markedly and, indeed, irreconcilably different from that 
conveyed by orthodox Christian scripture and teaching.

The Thomas gospel is particularly significant, since there are 
indications that it could represent a collection of Jesus’ sayings which 
had been compiled before CE 52, i.e. before any of the New Testament 
scriptures had been written.
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The Nature of the Thomas Text
The reader of the Thomas gospel needs to be aware from the 

outset that this gospel is not just yet another collection of Jesus’ 
teachings. It belongs to a very different genre, and its nature, format 
and spiritual significance is of a totally different order to that of the 
canonical gospels. It consists simply of 114 sayings attributed to Jesus, 
and referred to by the Greek term logia (singular, logion), a term 
usually reserved for sayings with a special depth of meaning. It begins 
with the simple statement: “These are the hidden logia which the 
living Jesus spoke and Didymos Judas Thomas wrote”.

The word hidden in this context indicates that the sayings 
convey a profound inner meaning to the discerning reader. They 
are expressed in the allegorical language of their time and, in many 
cases, carry all the evocative quality of true poetry. Jesus promises his 
listeners that his message will be startlingly unique: “I will give you 
what no eye has seen, and what no ear has heard, and what no hand 
has touched, and what has never occurred to the human mind”.

Many of the logia are expressed in symbolic language, and some 
in cryptic form reminiscent of Zen koans. This can create problems, 
and for this reason the careful English translation by Hugh McGregor 
Ross (2, 3) is supplemented by extensive explanatory text. In addition a 
collection of essays on many features of the gospel by the same author 
is also available. (4)

The Message of the Thomas Gospel
Whilst the canonical gospels provide narratives of Jesus’ life, 

activities and teachings, and go on to interpret the significance of his 
mission in terms of the apocalyptic Messianic expectations which 
were a dominant feature within many sectors of Judaism at the time of 
his mission, the Thomas gospel is utterly different.

It provides no narrative account, nor does it seek to impose any 
tendentious interpretation upon his teachings. Jesus is allowed to 
speak for himself, and the reader is free to assimilate and respond to 
the inwardly perceived inherent truth of his teaching. The Thomas 
text stands by itself as a unique, timeless and self-contained statement 
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of Jesus’ own personal experience and insight as to the nature of the 
relationship between the human and the divine—a statement which 
is totally independent of any assumptions which other sectors of the 
church might have made about that relationship. It is presented in the 
form of a dialogue between Jesus and his closest followers, in which 
he seeks to disabuse them of false notions and guide them towards 
true enlightenment. In that respect it could be likened to the record 
of a seminar in which a spiritual master sought to share his unique 
spiritual insights with his pupils and to encourage them to work out 
for themselves, and to experience within themselves, the true meaning 
and significance of his teaching.

That teaching centres upon his concept of the ‘Kingdom’—a 
term which, as used in scripture, is often misunderstood. In common 
parlance it is generally taken to refer to a territory or nation ruled 
by a king. However, in scripture it is a translation of the Greek word 
basilea, which actually means ‘sovereignty’, ‘kingship’ or ‘the 
act of ruling’, and in that respect the word ‘Kingdom’ as used in 
the Thomas text means the rule, or inf luence, of the divine will.

The Jesus of the Thomas gospel makes it plain in no 
uncertain terms that any who thought that the ‘Kingdom’ would 
be brought into being by some future apocalyptic event were 
mistaken. He says:

If those who guide you say to you, “Behold the Kingdom is in 
the heaven”, then the birds of the sky will precede you; if they 
say, “It is in the sea”, then the fish will precede you. But the 
Kingdom (i.e. the influence of the divine) is in your centre, and 
is all around you.

When his disciples ask “When will the Kingdom come?” he 
replies: 

It will not come as you have been led to expect. It will not be a 
matter of saying, “Here it is” or “There it is”. But the Kingdom 
of the Father is spread out over the earth and men do not see 
it.
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A New and Vital Dimension
Those teachings of the omnipresent, all-pervading and indwelling 

kingdom can be seen to add a new and vital dimension to the essential 
theme of so many of Jesus’ public teachings recorded in the canonical 
gospels. Those teachings call for the adoption of attitudes based on 
the high ethos of self-abnegating altruism—a demand which seems to 
many to be beyond the capability of fallible humanity. However, not 
only do the teachings in the Thomas gospel reflect those high ideals—
they go much farther. They go on to explain how and why it can be 
possible to overcome that problem of human fallibility.

They point clearly to the two competing elements within 
the human personality, the materialistic self-seeking ego and its 
counterbalance, which Jesus refers to as the ‘Kingdom’, i.e. the 
indwelling element of the divine, which “is in your centre”. It is that 
indwelling presence which lies at the very core of our being, and 
which enables us to recognise, intuitively, all that is good and true 
and beautiful. We do not have to be logically convinced that a rose 
or a sunset is beautiful: we just know that it is, and we find joy in that 
knowledge. Similarly, we also know intuitively that it is right and good 
to behave kindly rather than hurtfully towards others—and we feel 
good when we do so and regretful when we do not. Thus not only do 
we carry within ourselves an inherent capacity for altruism, but when 
we behave altruistically that propensity is reinforced and rewarded by 
the subsequent feeling of being in tune with that which is good, or as 
Jesus put it, the ‘Kingdom’ which lies at the very centre of our being.

Consequently, the whole theme of the Thomas gospel centres 
upon the need to ‘know’ our true inner selves—to seek earnestly 
within—and to recognise and respond to the True Self, the indwelling 
presence and influence of the benign will of an unconditionally loving 
Father.

The Significance of the Thomas Gospel
It is evident that the insight as to the nature of Jesus’ teachings 

which is provided by the Thomas text is not only in marked contrast 
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to the central theme of the canonical gospels, but that it also calls into 
question the very basis of Christian doctrine.

The essentially death-centred theme of orthodox teaching sees this 
life as a mere prelude to a heavenly, or hellish, afterlife. It requires that 
one’s attitudes and beliefs should be conditioned by fear of a terrible 
divine judgement that will result either in horrendous punishment or 
blissful heavenly reward in an imagined eternal afterlife. Sadly, such 
teaching appeals automatically to all that is egoistic, self-concerned 
and self-preserving in the human personality.

In total contrast, the ethos of the Thomas text is life-centred. The 
Jesus of the Thomas gospel rejects the idea of some future apocalyptic 
‘coming’ of the ‘Kingdom of God’. He makes it clear that the 
‘Kingdom’ is here already. It exists as a primary element of the human 
personality. His teaching centres upon the need to search within 
ourselves and come to realise, and give expression to, that element 
of the divine within us—that which intuitively responds to all that is 
good and true and beautiful and which, rejecting the dominance of the 
materialistic self-centred ego, finds expression in attitudes of outgoing 
altruistic love. His message is about living in the present—living life to 
the full in the here and now—in harmony with the indwelling spirit of 
the ‘living Father’ and with all creation. It is about living a fulfilled life 
which is independent of the death of the body.

The teachings of the Thomas gospel are clearly in accord with 
the altruistic ethos of many of the teachings attributed to Jesus in 
the New Testament gospels. Yet, at the same time, it is also evident 
that the essential message of the Thomas gospel is utterly different 
from that conveyed by the New Testament scriptures. It is apparent 
that the apocalyptically-minded authors (and later redactors) of those 
scriptures were obsessively preoccupied with their perception of 
Jesus as the crucified and resurrected Messiah (Greek Christos). They 
clearly set out to portray him in that role, by superimposing their own 
preconceived Messianic ideas on their accounts of his mission and 
teaching. However, they did not completely succeed and, as a result, 
the canonical scriptures offer the quite incongruous picture of a Jesus 
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who, on the one hand, clearly illustrated his perception of the all-
forgiving and unconditionally-loving nature of the heavenly Father 
in his parable of the prodigal son, but who, on the other hand, is also 
reported to have taught of a fearsome, judgemental, punitive God.

Some basic criterion would obviously be needed if any attempt 
were to be made to disentangle the essential message of Jesus’ 
teachings from the overlay of apocalyptic ideas imposed by the New 
Testament authors. In this regard, the teachings in the Thomas 
gospel, which are apparently of an earlier provenance than the New 
Testament scriptures, and which have no doctrinal axe to grind, could 
well provide the necessary standard against which the validity of the 
canonical accounts of Jesus’ teaching might be judged.

The Universal Dimension
The teachings in the Thomas gospel bear no relationship to 

Christian doctrine, nor have they any parallel in the doctrines of Islam 
or Judaism. They are essentially and solely concerned with an ethos for 
living which has its basis in spiritual awareness of the interrelationship 
and concordance between the human and the divine.

In that respect, those unique teachings, when grasped and 
pursued in the depth of one’s consciousness, can be seen to have their 
counterparts in the philosophies and spiritual dimensions of the great 
religions of the East. They clearly form an integral element of that 
great interwoven worldwide pattern of spiritual insight and experience 
which has arisen from the never-ending human quest for awareness of 
the nature of one’s own True Self.
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Why Do Some People Who above All  
Want to Trust Their Own Spiritual Essence,  

Nevertheless Follow Some Cherished Authority  
Outside Themselves?

Robert E. Newman

Universalist, January 1992, v. 34, p. 20

I remember, about 1969, students in the United States university 
where I taught went ‘on strike’ for ‘students’ rights’. This was at the end 
of the Vietnam War. The war had made many young people distrust 
what their elders had told them to believe, what to strive for as the 
good life. High on the list of the rebelling students was a request for 
“self-directed learning”.

I was sympathetic. I wanted to help students take responsibility for 
the direction of their own learning. I was with so many of the students 
who talked seriously about wanting to “think for myself—to listen to 
myself”. I felt strongly that reaching deeply within for fundamental 
guidance meant just that—not unquestioningly following some guru, 
teacher, or highly revered system of beliefs. These outside-of-oneself 
creeds and rules might be used as a resource, but not walls to confine 
the seeking spirit. So I volunteered to work with students, to help them 
use the new optional learning paths that the university made available 
in response to students’ pressure.

I found that so many students, with whom I talked then and since, 
seemed to yearn for what they called “freedom”, seemed to dislike the 
stifling arbitrariness of mandatory reading lists compiled according 
to the biases of their professors. But when I raised questions about 
a student’s sense of direction, we suddenly seemed to be on a kind 
of ship without a rudder. The best that seemed to come out of so 
many students was that they didn’t like what they were being asked 
to do. But they couldn’t seem to begin to work out even the first 
self-directing steps—what felt right to do. I sensed that at best they 
were looking for a new guru, a new something to guide them from 
without. Furthermore, exploring seriously what the good life might be, 
according to their heart-of-hearts, was something most students didn’t 
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seem interested in doing. Drawing from within themselves, listening 
with serious and deep reflection to what was at their essence, was 
something that somehow was beside the point. It seemed to me that 
the deepest parts of themselves were behind closed doors.

I wonder if perhaps similar doors are closed deep within some 
people who give spoken testimonies at Quaker silent worship? When 
I hear some people’s spoken testimonies at Quaker Meetings, the 
messages often come across to me as being from people who genuinely 
want to be with “the leadings from that of God within”, but at the 
core of what I hear them saying, at the heart of what seems to provide 
guidance and sustaining strength, appears to me to be unquestioned 
assumptions based on the teachings of a guru, a holy book, or some 
other authority outside the person.

If what I sense is really happening, why is this so? Why is it 
that some people who appear, with all their hearts, to want to trust 
themselves deep within are, in the end, trusting some authority, some 
outside creed or system of belief? What helps to explain it? 

Of course, who knows what might be responsible for a specific 
person at a specific time not being able to reach deep down within—
even though he or she sets this as the highest goal. But, in general, 
it seems to me that there are reasons which might, singly or in 
unison, be at play in a person’s not reaching that oneness with 
her or his spiritual center.

Perhaps the need to be securely in a group leads some people to 
accept outside assumptions despite a still small voice which, if allowed 
to be heard, might say “no”. In my case I often experience feelings 
of wanting to be “at home” with some group whom, I feel, knows 
definitely what is right and wrong, what should be “the pathway”. I 
remember, in college, wanting so much to be a part of the evangelical 
Christian fellowship on campus, for example.

Then there are those deepset assumptions which I and others have 
learned when we were impressionable—from our parents, perhaps 
from traumatic experiences in our lives, perhaps from our cherished 
friends or from wives or husbands. Then, of course, there are times 
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when I and many others yearn for a strong parent figure to lean on 
when things don’t seem to be going well.

But I don’t think that these or similar kinds of possible reasons 
are powerful enough to cause some people, who are serious seekers 
for personal and spiritual self-direction, to look outside themselves 
for basic guidance. I wonder if a deeper and more compelling reason 
is that if one listens to what is within, one can encounter the fearful—
and most of us have learned from infancy to run from fear, to deny 
those disquieting feelings that are deeply in place in the dark recesses 
of one’s unconscious world.

To illustrate, again from my own experience, I have found that 
listening to myself, being open to what is within, often means that I 
encounter fearful self-diminishing feelings. Along with “the voice of 
God within” comes despair, feelings of not measuring up, feelings of 
guilt and loneliness often mixed with helplessness. Sometimes these 
feelings present themselves liberally laced with feelings of indifference 
to myself and others, feelings of wanting to punish others (who are 
“unjust”) and other angry feelings.

I remember a term I spent at Woodbrooke, the Quaker centre. 
Each morning I got up for an hour of quiet before breakfast. Darkness 
changed to light as I sat in a winged armchair in the second floor 
sitting room, looking out over the garden and pond. I just sat, with my 
quiet-time book and my coffee. I would often let images in the dreams 
of that night “talk”. Some of the dreams were frightening. My pen 
often would seem to be moving automatically as the images “talked”. 
Sometimes, too, when I first sat down, up would come thoughts loaded 
with feelings of my being “bad” and that “it was all my fault”. The 
implication was that I should be punished. I recognized that these 
scary feeling states sometimes emerged during the hustle of the days. 
But usually at those times they felt like a kind of behind-the-scenes, 
non-specific mood which I often would sort of put aside or deny. 
However, here in the morning I found myself with the specific nature 
of these and the other feelings. I let myself cry, shake with the fear, 
feel and respond in ways I didn’t during the day. Then the depressing, 
scary, nature of the feelings seemed to lose their hold on me.
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Thus, almost always, at one point or another in my morning 
quiet time, I just seemed to forget the fearful feelings that had first 
emerged. I found myself, instead, occupied with other thoughts and 
feelings—often feelings of lovely spiritual warmth. The presence of 
God seemed near. After experiencing the fearful feelings—accepting 
them—I found, so often, that ideas came into my head of what to do, 
what not to do, what to pursue with curiosity. I almost always got up 
to go to breakfast with a sense of clearness, trusting what felt right for 
me. I felt ready to move with whatever miracles and challenges the day 
might bring.

From these and similar experiences, I left Woodbrooke with this 
question in mind: If I were to be with “that of God within”, did I need 
also to accept and to be with the hurtful, fearful feelings that perhaps 
were inculcated earlier in my life and now were emerging when I 
encountered what was within? Those were the feelings that I probably 
had denied when I simply couldn’t deal with the fear of it all, when I 
ran from fear, as I was taught to do. I had learned, like so many boys, 
that the strong man was one who didn’t let the deeply fearful affect 
him; he was “cool” and didn’t experience his vulnerability.

I find myself considering this experience when I remember those 
students who questioned the beliefs they had learned and who wanted 
to think for themselves, but didn’t. I find I raise this question with 
myself sometimes when, after a quiet Quaker Meeting for Worship, I 
reflect on some people’s spoken testimonies. Some of them talked as if 
they wanted to draw from the deepest within for guidance but didn’t 
seem to be doing it. I heard them, instead, talking from cherished 
belief systems and religious teachings.

Does the kind of experience I had at Woodbrooke supply perhaps 
the basic reason so many people seem to close the doors to the still 
small voice within? If this is so, to what extent might it be helpful to 
these genuinely seeking people to accept and face the fearful within so 
that it might present itself along with the expression of God within? To 
what extent do they need to accept and encounter all of themselves in 
order to be with their fundamental essences? It is not an easy thing to 
do in a world where we learn at an early age to be afraid to be afraid.
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Meeting for Worship Singular:  
Or the Story of a Slug

John Jeffrey

Universalist, September 1984, v. 42, p. 24

We cannot come to a true understanding of life’s purpose 
apart from a knowledge of one another in the deepest place of 
our being. Christian Faith and Practice

A bit like slime mould. Or to be more specific, dictyostelium 
discoidium. This mould is made up of lots of separate cells each 
independently going about “life’s purpose”, which in its own case 
happens to be eating bacteria. 

You imagine you’re one of these cells and I’ll imagine I’m another. 
By ‘you’, of course, I mean each one of you reading this. So just slop 
around searching for supper and I’ll do likewise. If we cut out our 
sophisticated thoughts and feelings we should get near enough. After 
all, we’re all God’s creatures and must have something in common, 
right?

Now jump back into reality for a moment. I’m John again, and 
you’re—whoever. But one thing hasn’t changed, man or mould. I’m 
still separate from you. My ‘I’, whether refined or primitive, isn’t yours. 
If it were we’d be one, and we’re not. Sure, unlike slime mould we can 
talk, attend Meeting for Worship, and shake hands afterwards. But 
we’re still separate identities. Do you sometimes wish we were a touch 
closer? How close?

Back to the mould. We’re once more solitary, wandering cells. 
Then it happens: the puddle starts to dry up and the bacteria get fewer 
and fewer until there aren’t enough to go around. What do we do? 
Commiserate? Compete? Will it be survival of the fittest? No, none of 
these. Few if any of us are prepared for what happens next. It means 
reaching down into that “deepest place”, perhaps further than we’re 
willing to go.
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Someone from the outside might observe a chemical called CAMP 
(cyclic adenosine monophosphate) pass between us as we close ranks. 
But what does that feel like for us? How can we empathise with what’s 
happening? Your guess is as good as mine, so let’s give it a try.

Drawn by some magnetic power beyond our comprehension, we 
gradually form into small clusters. These clusters then come together 
into patterned waves. Between a few of us there’s an uncertainty as 
to where ‘I’ end and ‘you’ begin. Until finally we become a single slug. 
Yes, one slug, with its own particular head and tail which, guided by 
the former, crawls off in search of bigger and more fertile puddles. It 
isn’t ‘us’ anymore; it’s ‘me’. One body, one self, one ‘I’.

Perhaps we could give this creature a name to help us identify with 
it, like Atman or Christ? Or is that in bad taste, linking a slug with 
such grand titles? OK, call it what you like. After all, what’s in a name? 
The tricky bit’s yet to come, where we empathise with having the same 
identity instead of a lot of different ones. Your head has become my 
head, your needs my needs, your ‘I’ my ‘I’. Very tricky. We’d better slip 
back into reality once more.

That’s better. I’m still John, quite distinct from you, be you Tom, 
Dick, or Mary. Who knows but one Sunday a few of us may meet 
up, ‘in clusters’ as it were, if not drawn by CAMP then by some 
common need or interest. Thank heavens we won’t turn into 
anything resembling a slug! But during worship we may claim to 
be ‘united in spirit’. How united? To what degree will we move 
from ‘us’ to ‘me’?

Come to that, would we want to? I mean, suppose my ‘I’ did 
just for a moment seep into yours and vice versa. An uncomfortable 
thought, isn’t it? You’re no doubt wanting to know what happens to 
this slug when it eventually finds a promising puddle. The process is 
simply reversed. The body decomposes (no, not dies, decomposes). 
Feeler, foot, head and tail, become indistinguishable as each cell 
sets forth on its own individual quest once more. As with Brahman, 
“The One has become the many”. Strange stuff, this adenosine 
moraphosphate.
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But no stranger than empathy. To quote from the Revised Book 
of Discipline: “Power of this inner kind increases with use. It is not 
unusual for telepathy to develop between those who are close to each 
other in love”.

Tolerance and sympathy we praise a-plenty in the Quakers. But 
they’re not the same. Tolerance is the conscious acceptance of those 
unlike yourself. Sympathy is then going on to assimilate their feelings. 
They’re both something we do. But empathy is something that 
happens to us. ‘Something clicks’ is a good way of putting it. It needs 
checking out, for it may be more imagined than real, but it’s almost 
as if scattered around this puddle we call Earth there are compatible 
minds seeking unification, but separated by circumstance. I’m sure 
you’ve come across someone (or something, for it may not necessarily 
be a person) where you feel a striking bond, such that their absence 
lessens you in some profound way. You may not even like them as 
such. But there’s a bridge, whereby you spend far less time expressing 
what’s in your mind because they’re part in there with you. And it 
grows—that’s the final test.

The relevance of this to shared worship needn’t be spelt out. 
Let’s face it, much of the time we share little more than silence and 
conformity. But once in a while something quite remarkable happens. 
A oneness emerges between two or three people, which is in danger 
of fading unless it’s nurtured. It’s something more than friendship, 
though quite what is hard to define. Sufficient to say it’s the antithesis 
of loneliness. And it can happen anywhere. anytime.

Reading this you may get a hint of a ‘click’ whereby you think, 
“Hey, that could be me writing!” Perhaps. Why not write back and 
check? Or it could be a glance from a stranger, a person in Meeting 
who chuckles just as you do, something in your partner you’ve 
previously taken for granted, a cat who gives you a knowing look, or 
one tree which touches you more deeply than the rest. Reach out, and 
make yourself vulnerable so they can reach in. Be true to yourself, take 
a risk, and wait. The rest isn’t up to you anyway, but if you’re very, very 
fortunate you may find, to quote Koestler, “. . . somewhere in the pond 
other compatible cells are waiting, hungry and alone, for the miracle 
to occur”.
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Finally I’d like to acknowledge the debt I owe to our cat, simply for 
being here; and to all those self-contained cells of which my body is 
composed, without whose communal effort this article might never 
have been written.

On Silent Worship
George Amoss

Universalist Friends, Spring 1996, v. 26, p. 12

Martin Cobin, in his important Pendle Hill pamphlet titled From 
Convincement to Conversion, relates an anecdote concerning Rufus 
Jones and another Friend. It seems that Jones rose one morning in 
Meeting for Worship and prefaced his message by saying that he’d 
been thinking about something and wanted to share his thoughts. 
After Meeting, an elderly British Friend approached Jones and chided 
him, saying, “Rufus, during Meeting for Worship thee should not 
have been thinking.” If we do not at least see the point of the elderly 
Friend’s statement, says Cobin, we probably have not yet moved from 
convincement to conversion.

My desire to understand the British Friend’s remark, and better to 
understand what it is that we’re about in Meeting for Worship, has led 
me to consider the nature and meaning of our worship. What is it that 
we should be doing? Do the Friend’s words indicate that we should be 
emptying our minds of thought in order to be more receptive to divine 
leadings? Is our silence to be, at least ideally, the absence of thought?

These considerations bring to mind some sayings from Zen 
Buddhism, a tradition which, like ours, has long experience with 
contemplation in silence, but which has more carefully cultivated the 
art of meditation. “You cannot get it by taking thought,” announces 
one saying, “nor can you get it by not taking thought.” Similarly, the 
great Chinese master Hui-Neng said that “To command all thoughts 
immediately to cease is to be tied in a knot by a method, and is 
called an obtuse view.”(1) According to the expert testimony of Zen, 
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attempting to achieve a state of having no thought is not the way 
to liberation and conversion. And if we acknowledge a similarity 
of experience among contemplatives of different traditions, we 
understand that the elderly Friend probably was not speaking of such 
an effort—or such a state.

What, then, is the point of his statement? What are we doing in 
worship? Pondering these questions, I am reminded of a definition of 
Quaker worship that I have long found appealing: the idea of “waiting 
in silence.” But that phrase has always seemed too vague, in need of 
further definition. As I begin to consider its possible meanings, I recall 
the words of a man who must seem an unlikely source for insight into 
Quaker worship—a man who, in fact, said that the “inner Light” is the 
most dangerous and unreliable guide ever to be followed by human 
beings, yet whose work reveals a deep familiarity with waiting in the 
silence of the heart. I have in mind the poet, T. S. Eliot.

Eliot’s description of the process of contemplation in the silence 
can provide us with important insights into the potential of our own 
way of worship. In the long work The Four Quartets, Eliot speaks of 
being “At the still point of the turning world.” And he asserts that 
“Except for the point, the still point, /There would be no dance, and 
there is only the dance.” This image of the dance recurs in a later 
passage which speaks to our quest for a deeper appreciation of our 
worship:

I said to my soul, be still, and wait without hope

For hope would be hope for the wrong thing; wait without 
love, 

For love would be love of the wrong thing; there is yet faith 

But the faith and the love and the hope are all in the waiting. 

Wait without thought, for you are not ready for thought;

So the darkness shall be the light, and the stillness the 
dancing. (2)

To wait without hope, without love, without faith—those three 
crucial virtues called “supernatural” by theology—can only be to wait 
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in that true and complete silence which, if we let it, will bring us to 
what Eliot calls “A condition of complete simplicity/(Costing not less 
than everything).” For silence is an emptiness, but it is an emptiness 
that makes fullness possible, a darkness that is Light, a stillness that is 
the cosmic dance.

As master Hui-Neng says, “Thoughts come and go of themselves, 
for through the use of wisdom there is no blockage. . . . Such is the 
(true) practice of ‘no-thought’.” We wait without thought in the sense 
that we have gone beyond thought to a deeper level, to the emptiness 
in which nothing remains to separate us from ourselves or from 
others—in which, therefore, love becomes real. And love, too, leads us 
to the fullness of emptiness, for in love we find ourselves in the very 
act of giving ourselves away.

Recently I read an in-depth review by Douglas Gwyn of a book 
on speaking and silence among 17th-century Friends. (3) In that 
review Gwyn pointed out that for early Friends silence was not an 
end in itself. Silence functioned for them like a Zen koan, to crucify 
natural thought in order that they might come to a new, pure, spiritual 
language through the transformation of their fundamental way of 
experiencing themselves and their world. As George Fox indicated 
in his journal, this pure speech would be the expression of one’s 
experience of the “true nature”—as Zen would put it—of all things. 
Early Friends knew that they were “not ready for thought” until they 
had let the silence take them apart and re-create them in its own 
image as persons who possessed nothing and who were therefore 
free to love. Only when they had entered that “condition of complete 
simplicity” could they begin to speak truly, and then their speech 
would be directed to bringing their hearers into the same experience. 
“Silence,” says Gwyn, “was seen as not only the state from which one 
must speak, if moved, but also the right outcome of speaking. Vocal 
ministry sought to achieve silence in the hearer, to enhance the 
crucifixion of natural thought and language within.”

If, then, we should not be thinking during worship, it is because 
only true silence can center us in that emptiness in which our thought 
and speech are purified and made new. Then we shall know all things 
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from within, not through the mediation of words, so that our language 
will be no longer an obstacle to love, but a true and natural expression 
of it. This is the great potential of our silent worship, that it can empty 
us of delusion, purify our thought, and lead us from convincement 
to conversion. So the phrase that seemed “too vague” turns out to be 
sufficient after all: worship is simply a matter of waiting in silence. 
Anything more is something less.
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A Sunday Reading
Brian Gill

Universalist, June 2003, v. 68, p. 7

(The original editor regrets she does not have the reference and so 
does not know where to ask Brian Gill or his publisher for permission 
to print this. Editorial apologies to whom it may concern.) [The 
current editor is under the same ignorance.]

This is how Brian Gill describes the divine presence or the 
contemplative state:

“It is there when one least expects it, like a shy, wild animal. One 
enters a clearing and it has been there all the time—waiting. If I move 
more quickly or violently it will go perhaps, so I must tread carefully 
with great stillness. This shy creature I have been stalking for a long 
time, trying to capture to make it mine, has eluded me.
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“Now I understand something—when I am still and accepting, 
accepting of all the creatures, this special one will come forward, but 
when I reject the others, when I become fixated, it is gone. And so my 
boundaries dissolve. I reject nothing, but neither do I seek to hold, 
only to allow my being to flood with this strange, delicate presence, so 
fragile it seems, and yet it is always there.

“It is I, by my own movement, that made it seem to go away. I have 
to learn to move so skilfully that I do not precipitate myself away from 
it—so that when I move I am still, and when I am still I am moving—
dancing and singing in the light and beauty of this strange presence”.



CHAPTER 6:  
SPIRITUALITY AND SCIENCE

The God of Science
A. Gero

Universalist Friends, Fall 1994, v. 23, p. 11 [title added]

I was born and brought up in Hungary, a predominantly Catholic 
country. My family was Jewish, but it lost its touch with Judaism and 
left the Jewish community to join the Presbyterian church. I was 
therefore brought up a Calvinist but was familiar with the Catholicism 
of the society I lived in and with the Judaism of my ancestors. And 
when I was old enough to make my own observations about religion, 
I had to see that the claims of each of these three faiths to have sole 
possession of spiritual truth could not be valid at the same time. At 
most one could, and I was unable to find criteria by which to judge 
which of the three was valid (if any were). When I came to America 
and became acquainted with Quakerism, I found a fourth community 
with its distinctive spiritual search.

But there is a fifth important community to consider, one that 
many may be astonished to see included here: the community of 
scientists. Yes, science also has its spiritual search. Like religion, 
science is an endeavor to experience the universe and to understand 
how it originated and what makes it function. The picture of 
the universe that science has developed shows an overwhelming 
measure of order, rightness, and beauty, and it inspires in 
those who contemplate it a sense of awe and reverence. Many 
scientists, some of the greatest among them, have not hesitated 
to call the Ordering Principle of the universe God, and I follow 
their example. But there is more. Exceptionally gifted scientists 
have more than once generated, by pure reasoning, pictures 
of some aspect of the universe containing statements of facts 
unverifiable at the time but found years later, sometimes 
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nearly a century later, to be accurate predictions. In some 
cases the predictions were based not only on reasoning but 
also on aesthetics. Think of what this means. These scientists 
recreated, entirely out of their minds, a part of the universe as 
God had created it. We must conclude that the reasoning power 
and the sense of beauty of the human mind are traits that 
we share with the Ordering Principle of the universe. While 
only exceptional human beings manifest this trait fully, we all 
share all human traits to some extent and have a more modest 
measure of the same quality. In Quaker language, you could say 
that there is that of God in each of us, and in biblical language 
that God created man in his own image.

But that does not justify our creating God in our own image. 
Science departs radically from other religions in rejecting an 
anthropomorphic God, a personal God with some of our least lovely 
characteristics, a God who is irascible and capricious and must be 
flattered and begged for favors, and never mind what the granting of 
those favors to me does to other people.

Instead of a somewhat oversized human being, the God of science 
is the principle of order and beauty. This insight also disposes of the 
vexing question how a loving God can tolerate evil in the world. Good 
and evil are human creations, not part of the Universal Order; we are 
responsible for the existence of evil, not God. Genesis tells the same 
story: the dream-like innocence of the Garden of Eden changed to 
human reality, with hostility, violence, death, when Adam and Eve 
became aware of good and evil. But they themselves chose to eat the 
forbidden fruit. God did not make them do it.

Because we created good and evil, we need a moral system to 
guide our behavior. Therefore, like many other scientists, I looked for 
a religious community to satisfy this need, and I found the Religious 
Society of Friends. The idea of that of God in each of us is common 
to science and Quakerism; so is the other great Quaker concept, 
continuing revelation. Science knows that the picture of the universe 
it has painted is incomplete and will remain so because God is 
infinite and we are finite, and it is the nature of the infinite that, no 
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matter how long and how far you travel toward it, you are no closer 
to it than when you started out. Scientific discovery, like revelation, 
is continuing, but we shall never have final knowledge and final 
understanding. The search must be its own reward.

So I applied for membership in Providence Meeting, was warmly 
welcomed even with my scientific theology, and have been active there 
for the last 40 years. . . . 

“Chaos:” A New World from Science
Alfred Roberts

Universalist Friends, Spring 1989, v. 12, p. 8

I think that, in reaction to the harsh implications of the scientific 
views of reality, many have ignored or outright repudiated what our 
intellectually oriented thought otherwise would accept as basic and 
irrefutable.

A common interpretation from traditional science is that mankind 
is alone in an indifferent universe, a mere smudge of organic matter 
on the surface of an insignificant planet, circling a fairly minor star, 
on the edge of a galaxy of some billions of stars in a universe of some 
trillions of galaxies spanning unknown millions of light years. What 
significance could my life or yours have in the face of such enormity? 
What kind of god could transcend this infinity of mass, space and 
time and yet respond to our puny minds and souls?

What is more, science says that human life has evolved from the 
slime that formed at the junction of ocean and land three billion years 
ago, and that our cells contain the same elements and function in 
the same basic way as they did back in the beginning when they were 
loose collections of primitive life floating in primordial muck. It would 
seem that now we are simply highly organized colonies of cells, mere 
automatons that have somehow learned to walk and talk. How can the 
existence of such entities have any fundamental significance beyond 
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the figments which they create for themselves and project onto reality? 
Must we then be sustained essentially by delusion?

Aside from those who simply ignore such issues, involving 
themselves in the banalities of everyday life, many of us struggle to 
move beyond these concepts which seem to offer us fundamentally 
meaningless existence.

A part of us, I believe the most ultimately knowing part, says that 
our life does have cosmic significance, that beauty truly transcends 
the mundane, and that joy connects us with the creative essence of the 
universe. With Spinoza, “We feel and know that we are eternal.”

This sense, which knows what the cognitive part of us does 
not, moves away from scientific literalness in expressing itself using 
allegory and metaphor. For instance, I would suggest that the concept 
of God is the ultimate of all metaphors in this sense, even though the 
reality of his being, for many, is as firm a belief as that which they have 
in the reality of existence itself. But then, need scientific knowledge, 
which characterizes itself as a near-literal representation of reality, 
necessarily be in conflict with abiding, spiritually derived faith, which 
can express itself directly only in metaphor?

Aside from so-called “new age” thinking, which I see as often 
distorting science to fit rather far-fetched constructs, there are 
new happenings in the scientific community which can be seen as 
supportive in a cognitive sense of the spiritually felt reality that our 
individual lives do matter and that God does “care,” metaphorically 
speaking. These are ideas involving a mathematical model called chaos 
which have led to a new approach in the understanding of complex 
systems from weather to animal physiology. (1)

Recent findings from more extensive analysis than previously had 
been possible show that even the motions of our planetary system, 
which since Copernicus we had assumed functioned like clockwork, 
actually fit into the model of chaos. A fundamental characteristic of 
this chaos is that very small or infinitesimally minor events ultimately 
may affect a given system in a major way. This has been called 
facetiously, though not totally irrationally, the butterfly effect, referring 
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to the notion that a butterfly in a garden in Tokyo setting puffs of air 
in motion in its flight could cause a hurricane to develop in the Gulf 
of Mexico. Formerly, it had been generally assumed that complex 
events such as hurricanes (if not humans) were simply the outcome 
of the cumulative effect of essentially an infinite number of small 
events, with one event contributing no more than its proportionally 
infinitesimal amount to the whole. In view of the theory of chaos, 
many now think that because of the butterfly effect events that occur 
in chaos can be predicted in only a very limited sense. For instance, 
it is thought that it will never be possible to make accurate weather 
predictions beyond a period of one month. And so, what does this 
have to do with theology?

Two things. First, these concepts indicate that the universe is 
not just an extremely complex machine; nor is it, or are ourselves, 
the result of an infinite number of small, random events which, by 
chance, coalesce into larger events which are our experienced reality. 
Assuming that the concept of chaos can be applied universally, our 
reality appears to be the result of reiterative patterns which occur 
unpredictably, as with the weather, and unlike a machine, indicating 
the presence of an intrinsic order nevertheless, the origin of which 
remains a mystery.

Second, and I think most significant relative to human concerns, is 
the fact that chaos says that small events, even very, very, small events, 
may be supremely important in the unfolding of reality. It is, then, not 
absurd to “feel and know” that our lives and our world are cosmically 
significant and that, for example, any one of your or my acts of good 
will could be that which saves the world—or the universe!

Reference
1. See Gleick, James. Chaos—Making a New Science. New York: 
Penguin, 1988.
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The Expanding Universe
Chris Clarke

Universalist, June 2000, v. 59, p. 6

Finding the Universe

In his book The Great Work, Thomas Berry writes that “We 
frequently discuss the loss of the interior spirit world of the human 
mind. . . . The more significant realisation, however, is that we have 
lost the universe itself”. We need to find the universe, to enter into a 
relationship with its web of creative power, if we are to play our part 
in the flourishing of the Earth, rather than being the instrument of 
its destruction. We need to find the universe in order to find our own 
dignity and meaning. In this essay I want to indicate part of the work 
of finding the universe: the part that can be described in terms of 
factual knowledge. But I recognise that the important part consists 
in opening ourselves to the real presence of the unfolding process 
that science is revealing. I will first of all describe the picture that 
comes from modern science of the external universe—planets, stars, 
galaxies, clusters and walls of galaxies. Here when I speak of universe 
I will be thinking of the purely physical world as revealed on a large 
scale. Then I want to reflect on its overall meaning for our place in 
the greater universe, including the world of consciousness and spirit. 
(1)

Cosmology and Creation

The modern study of the universe is the study of an ongoing 
process of creation, in which increasingly complex form emerges 
from a beginning of pure simplicity. (2) The study begins with two 
absolutely fundamental observations on which the whole of cosmology 
is based. They are the red shift, and the background radiation. I’ll 
explain each of these in turn.

The first of these, the red shift, was discovered by Edwin Hubble 
in the 1920s. If one puts a prism (or its modern equivalent) in the 
path of the light going through a telescope, then an image of each 
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star is smeared out into a rainbow-band. On close examination, 
this rainbow is crossed by many dark lines, which are produced 
in characteristic positions by particular chemical elements in the 
atmosphere of the star. The same lines can be observed in laboratory 
experiments. Hubble realised that the lines in light from distant 
galaxies had the expected overall pattern, but were all moved 
towards the red end of the rainbow, compared to lines observed in 
the laboratory or from nearby stars. Moreover, the further away the 
galaxy appeared to be, the more the lines were displaced towards the 
red end.

When this was first discovered by Hubble he attributed this 
to the galaxies receding from us, with the more distant galaxies 
receding more rapidly. If you think about this for a moment, you 
can see that it means that the whole pattern of galaxies is expanding 
steadily, so that, from whichever galaxy one views it, it appears as if 
all the other galaxies are receding. This is the idea of the expanding 
universe. We now approach this in a much more sophisticated way, 
and the idea of the galaxies moving away from each other is nuanced. 
We recognise that we have to look at what one means by distance at 
these huge scales; we have to look at what happens to the light as it 
travels across this vast space between us and the galaxy.

But the overall picture is still the same: however you measure 
distance between galaxies, it’s getting bigger, and a long time ago 
the galaxies were a lot closer together. So if you extrapolate this 
observation backwards then theoretically there was a time when 
everything was on top of everything else. I’ll just call this theoretical 
time the start for the time being.

The second main observation is of the cosmic background 
radiation. In the 1970s, [Arno] Penzias and [Robert] Wilson, trying 
to track down the source of a persistent interference in radio 
transmissions, realised that the Earth was bathed in very short 
wavelength radio waves coming from space. Surprisingly, they arrived 
from all directions and had, as far as they could tell, precisely the same 
intensity in all directions. Much more accurate observations have 
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recently been made by a satellite called COBE, and this pushed up 
the accuracy of measurement until it revealed that the intensity was 
almost completely uniform, apart from tiny variations at the level of 
one part in 10,000. From the start of these observations it was realised 
that what we are “seeing” here is the light from the very earliest phases 
of the universe, 300,000 years after the start, light that is red-shifted 
so far that it has become radio waves, light coming from a time when 
the universe was an almost uniform hot gas (at a temperature of a few 
thousand degrees), with the tiniest of fluctuations in its density away 
from uniformity.

From Gas to Stars

In view of these observations, we can now tell the overall story 
of the universe from this earliest moment that we can see. The 
gas making up the universe at this stage was mainly of hydrogen, 
with some deuterium, helium and lithium. The universe continued 
to expand and, as it expanded, it cooled in the same way as an 
expanding gas is used to cool our domestic refrigerators. Each 
patch of increased density from the initial fluctuations exerted a 
slightly greater gravitational pull on the neighbouring gas, and so 
the fluctuations drew steadily more gas to themselves and gradually 
increased. Eventually clear clumps of gas began to form—the start of 
the first galaxies. With each galaxy the same process of the growth of 
fluctuations started to seed stars. The galaxies interacted with each 
other, collecting into clusters and huge “walls” of galaxies.

The stars formed and began burning their hydrogen and 
deuterium deep in their interiors, [producing] light until, after billions 
of years, these first stars began to run out of hydrogen to burn. With 
increasing speed they then started burning their less promising 
material, burning helium into boron, and soon into oxygen, carbon 
and the heavier elements. Each such desperate measure, however, 
yields less energy and eventually the star dies. For small stars death 
is a quiet fading away, but for the larger ones it involves a collapse 
followed by the explosion of a supernova in which most of the interior 
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of the star is ejected into space in the course of a few days. So the 
space within the galaxies starts to be seeded with star dust, with the 
chemical elements that are forged in the final stages of a star’s life.

Out of this rich dust a second generation of stars forms, this 
time with clouds of dust surrounding them which can form planets, 
charged with silicon for rocks and carbon for life. The emergence of 
form and complexity shifts scale dramatically, from the cosmos to the 
planets, from physics to chemistry, and then biology.

The Roots of Creativity
From the universe we derive a picture of continual creativity. 

According to the Genesis account, on the other hand, there was a 
single creative episode, followed by nothing but rearrangements. In 
the nineteenth century, too, conservation laws implied that the whole 
of creation happened at a stroke. Now our picture is of progressive 
unfolding, the universe breathing outwards in a great sigh, shaped 
into many different phases, from the formation of the elements in the 
first seconds, through the billion-year histories of stars, to the million-
year progress of species. Are there any common themes that we can 
distinguish within this creative outpouring, from which we can learn? 
(3) I want briefly to highlight three such themes: indeterminism, 
structure formation and connectivity.

Almost all natural processes are in part unpredictable. As water 
flows over rocks, the smallest ripple triggers the formation of another, 
which in turn triggers another, in a process of amplification from 
the small to the large. This is the characteristic of a chaotic situation 
which is inherently unpredictable. Added to this, when one looks at 
the small scale end of this amplification, there we find the inherent, 
irreducible unpredictability of quantum theory. All this adds up to an 
indeterministic universe, one that is open to potential creation, rather 
than closed into determined laws.

Chaos, in this rather misleading sense, does not imply lack of 
order. On the contrary, a general characteristic of the chaos that arises 
from the flow of energy is the spontaneous emergence of order. The 
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clearest example of this comes in the phenomenon of convection, 
when a heated pan containing a shallow layer of water spontaneously 
develops a structure of many interlocking convection cells.

The Interconnectivity of Life
Indeterminism and the emergence of order may be enough to 

explain the growth of the stars and planets. But with the emergence of 
life it seems that a new principle of connectivity comes into play. This 
was first discovered in experiments by Alain Aspect which revealed 
that after two [quantum] particles had interacted with each other, 
they subsequently responded to measurements as if they were part of 
a single system, even when they were separated by large distances—a 
phenomenon described as quantum entanglement. The biologist Mae-
Wan Ho (4) produced strong evidence that the connectivity implied by 
this was an underlying principle for the whole of life, giving coherence 
to each organism and a deep interconnection between organisms. I 
believe that this connectivity is what underlies the communion that 
we have with the world when we open our senses, and is what defines 
the context which turns chance into creativity. It is connectivity 
that marks the essential difference between the modern and the 
Newtonian world-views.

Humanity and Cosmos
Our picture of the expanding universe, far from making us 

insignificant, places us within an ongoing process in which we have 
equal value with the galaxies and the planets. Yet it also reveals how 
the complexity of our own organism is embedded in the vastly richer 
complexity of the planet and the cosmos. Through our capacity for 
logical reflection and analysis we are abusing the power that rests 
with our position in order to undermine the structure of the whole 
which supports us. But we are also discovering that by opening to 
the connectivity of the cosmos we can re-integrate ourselves with 
its creative, growing process. The challenge of our time lies in the 
spiritual work of this re-integration with the expanding universe.
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Wobble
John Jeffrey

Universalist, June 1997, v. 50, p. 32

O Yin and Yang be equal

and balance as you ought.

Pray live in Perfect Harmony and be a Perfect Nought! 

 —John Hemming

In the Origin-of-the-Universe stakes, Big Bang is romping home as 
odds-on favourite.

What this Big Bang sounded like with nobody listening’s a moot 
point, but one thing’s agreed on: it happened suddenly. First there 
wasn’t anything. Then there was. Just like that.

“Eggs from chickens I can take”. you say. “Even rabbits from a hat 
at a push. But something from nothing? No way”.

Mathematicians don’t have that problem. Y’see, nought’s unstable. 
It wobbles. No doubt because it’s round. When it wobbles one way 
you’ve got -1= less than nothing. When it wobbles the other way you’ve 
got +1= more than nothing. -1 plus +1= 0. If you don’t believe me ask 
your bank manager.
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Negative plus positive equals zilch. Yin + Yang = Tao (or Perfect 
Harmony). The cosmos is filled with matter (+) and anti-matter (-) 
which, were they to join up again, would annihilate everything back 
into not being there (0).

Let’s go from the massive to the minute. Atoms, those building 
blocks of the universe, also wobble (oscillate, vibrate, call it what you 
like). Or rather they are wobbles. Stop them doing it and what you’re 
left with isn’t unwobbling atoms. It’s nothing. There’s a belly-dance 
going on but when it stops there isn’t any belly.

Right, back to the Big Bang. First there was nothing. Where plus 
cancelled out minus, anti-matter cancelled out matter, right cancelled 
out wrong, is cancelled out isn’t, inward cancelled out outward, time 
backward cancelled out time forward. All was suspended, unrealised 
potential. Like an idea waiting to be thought.

When suddenly there was a flicker, a wobble, a +1 separated from 
a -1 and those very first [quantum entities] were born. Entities filled 
with such explosive possibilities they’re still going on. The Big Bang.

“And that’s it? Before the Big Bang there was just—the Big Zero?” 
Not quite. Y’see, You were there too. I use the capital advisedly.
“Me? Yeh, well I’ll see you around no doubt. I’ll just move on to the 

next article”.
No, hang on. Physicists discovered something else about being 

and not-being. They found these [quantum entities] only come into 
existence when they’re being watched (ref. Universalist Feb 97). In the 
words of Schrödinger, “For something to happen you can’t leave the 
observer out of the equation”.

Prior to the Big Bang there was nothing. No time, no space, 
nought. Suddenly came the wobble. Positive and negative separated. 
And continue to separate, shaping the cosmos in their wake. Potentials 
realised and unrealised, possibilities either turning into actualities or 
failing to materialise. And always shaping, endlessly shaping, until the 
time comes for them to return to that from which they emerged.

But we’ve left something out, something vital without which none 
of this could happen. According to the now-well-authenticated theory 
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of quantum physics, for potential to turn into actuality it must be 
consciously perceived. The notion of an event independently existing 
without being experienced must be given up.

In short, the Big Bang, the creation of that very first quantum 
entities, couldn’t have occurred without being observed!

So who observed it? You did. No, not that petty little ego with your 
name tag attached. I mean You, Me, I, the Universal Eye of which we’re 
all a part.

Again to quote from John Hemming: “All opposites are 
intertwined. Here all is seen as One. We share with God the Cosmic 
Mind before Time was begun”.

You don’t follow? Jesus had the same trouble explaining in John 
8:58. You work it out.
[John 8:58: “I said to them, ‘Very truly, I tell you, before Abraham was, 
I am’”. (NRSV)]

Let’s Hear It for Darwin! 
Frank Parkinson

Universalist, June 1998, v. 53, p. 20

. . . I spring to defend Charles Darwin and set the record straight 
about his theory. What passes for Darwinism today is a kind of 
scientific dogmatism of which Darwin could never be accused. “Why 
is it,” asks the reviewer of a recent book on this theme, “that Darwin’s 
theory. . . has attracted so many cranks, zealots, demagogues . . . and 
his ideas have been so caricatured, misrepresented and abused?” (1) 
I think there are several answers to this question, but all spring from 
the fact that Darwin’s theory of evolution through natural selection 
appears on the surface to threaten traditional religion and its disproof 
appears to threaten science. Theologians and scientists alike are 
running scared, reactions are extreme and irrational because of this, 
and the truth inevitably suffers.
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Darwin himself was quite specific that his theory was not a law 
or dogmatic principle but a theory, which needed to be tested. In the 
century now fading behind us it has been thoroughly tested, and time 
and again has been able to explain the most unlikely evolutionary 
facts. It has in fact become so successful that it is in danger of 
becoming, like Newton’s universal theory of gravitation and Euclid’s 
geometry, almost a religion in itself—totally comprehensive and 
above questioning. (2) What would happen if it were shown to be 
incomplete, or a special rather than general theory is a question of 
vital importance to both science and religion, but before considering 
the shape of an answer, it will be useful to know what exactly the 
theory of natural selection purports to explain.

So What Was Darwin’s Theory?
In the form as proposed by Darwin (and simultaneously by 

Alfred Russell Wallace) natural selection was an explanation of how 
biological evolution had come about. After seeing how speciation 
had occurred in the Galapagos Islands and reasoning from the 
way in which domestic animals are bred by deliberate selection, 
Darwin hypothesised that evolution proceeds through a myriad 
small changes in a species which enable it to survive in a particular 
environment. Hence Spencer’s description of the theory as ‘survival of 
the fittest’. Darwin’s theory was a simple, elegant and comprehensive 
explanation—the very ideal of science—if it could be proved more 
generally to be correct, but Darwin was perfectly clear about its 
vulnerability to disproof. He comments, 

“If it could be demonstrated that any complex organ existed 
which could not possibly have been formed by numerous, 
successive, slight modification, my theory would absolutely 
break down”. (3)

Current orthodoxy in biology is, in fact, neo-Darwinist, combining 
the theory of natural selection with the principle of genetic replication. 
The joint theory, known as the ‘modern synthesis’, is that evolution 
proceeds by way of random, very small mutation of genes, which 
over a long period of time results in the features less favourable for 
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survival being eliminated. As the theory has become refined and 
tested, biology itself has become increasingly defined by belief that 
evolution is a process solely driven in Jacques Monod’s famous phrase, 
by ‘chance and necessity’.

In this worldview there is neither room nor need for any directing 
or designing force which past ages would have called God: nature 
winnows mechanically, with no purpose other than passing on 
survival genes, and evolution is without purpose. Theologians since 
Thomas Aquinas have argued that the existence of God can be proved 
from the design we see around us in nature, and William Paley in the 
[nineteenth] century analogised that if we came across a watch in a 
field, we could not rationally argue that such a complex artifact had 
arrived there by chance. What neo-Darwinians say today, however, 
is that the random way in which mutations occur in near-infinite 
numbers is sufficient to create the variety of nature, and hence there 
is no need to hypothesise a designing power. The title of Richard 
Dawkins’s well known book The Blind Watchmaker puts the 
argument in a nutshell.

What makes Dawkins so zealous an atheist in this matter—
and he expresses the majority view—is that he sees the scientific 
vision of truth, and its method of seeking truth, under attack from 
a counter-theory which relies on an occult and unprovable force. 
To hypothesise a designing power or a purpose to evolution would 
seemingly threaten the greatest achievement of science as a truth 
system, namely that it has rescued humankind from superstition. 
Science is a genuine salvation and its need to provide God-free 
explanations is a genuine moral imperative. A theory which has 
to fall back on explanations that ‘God made it so’ would be as 
unacceptable to science as explaining the ‘magic’ of a computer by 
recourse to divine intervention when the keys are pressed.

Would Darwin Be Worried by Now?
But what happens when the sort of evidence that Darwin hoped 
would not appear actually does start to show up? The question is far 
from academic for there is plenty of apparent evidence from several 
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fields of biology. The orthodox answer is that it is only evidence for 
‘apparent design’, and this is now repeated almost like a mantra when 
researchers come forward with counter-evidence for neo-Darwinism. 
All that biologists need, insists current orthodoxy, is faith and patience 
until more evidence is found to show how skilfully natural selection 
can mimic purposive design.

Still, the problem will not go away. One of the most recent and 
controversial books to raise it is Michael Behe’s Darwin’s Black Box(4), 
which deals with microbiology, the unimaginably small scale of 
electro-chemical processes at work in the cell. The author says that he 
began his career as a completely orthodox Darwinist but was forced by 
the facts to reject random processes as a complete explanation for how 
the cell can have come into being.[5]  It is, in his words, ‘irreducibly 
complex’. He does not offer God as an explanation, but he leaves an 
undeniably God-shaped gap in the standard theory.

Allowing for Counter-Evidence
And there lies both the scientific and religious rub. Science faces 

the dilemma of either allowing a designing power of some kind into its 
theories or becoming a closed truth-system in which counter-evidence 
is dismissed as only ‘apparent’ evidence. There is surely no insoluble 
difficulty here if biology restricts itself to exploring those processes 
where recourse to design is not required, in much the same way that 
physics and cosmology live comfortably enough without the need to 
get involved in further speculation. We can keep practical science at 
the level of the mechanical without any difficulty, but the implications 
of all this for the philosophy of science, which penetrates deeply into 
theology, are more complex, more challenging, high risk and scary.

If we accept that science is under a moral imperative to push 
agnostic explanation to its limits, an unexpected metamorphosis 
starts to happen to religion when that limit is reached. Once science 
(however reluctantly) uncovers evidence for a plausible hypothesis 
that there is a creating and designing power, the traditional emphasis 
on simple faith in God shifts. With God’s existence a scientifically 
respectable hypothesis, the function of religion now shifts to the 
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nature of our relationship with God—a matter which will always be 
outside the remit of science. After all, it hardly matters whether or 
not there is a real divinity if we cannot communicate with it. Under 
pressure from science, therefore, and particularly from Darwinism, 
religion becomes not a matter of ‘I believe in this or that’ but ‘How can 
I communicate with the power that created the universe and me?’

Darwinism has been called ‘the terrible truth’, because it seemed 
to deal a death blow to religion, but the surprising fact is that in the 
long run it is more likely to transform, purify and revitalise religion. In 
my fancy I can envisage the Quaker Meetinghouse of the future with a 
notice above the door, rather like the baker’s shop that advertises ‘We 
sell bread’. The wording could without doubt be improved, but would 
go something like ‘Enter if you want to learn how to communicate 
with God’. That would concentrate our minds wonderfully. Can we 
deliver the goods?
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Religious Grammar and the Human Condition
Dorothy Buglass

Universalist, October 2000, v. 60, p. 13

The brain is wider than the sky 
For put them side by side
The one the other will include 
With ease and you beside.

  —Emily Dickinson

The QUG basis quoted on the cover of the Universalist makes 
assumptions about the nature of the human animal: firstly that s/he is 
capable of ‘spiritual awareness’ and secondly that this facility will not 
lead to uniformity of expression or a ‘monopoly of truth’. We have to 
accept that all we know is provisional.

This article looks at two aspects of our human constitution and 
briefly considers their relevance to our religious behaviour. These 
are, firstly, language, commonly considered to be a characteristic 
which distinguishes humans from other species and, secondly, brain 
function.

Noam Chomsky’s theories on language are relevant to this 
discussion. The pivot of Chomsky’s thought is the thesis that the 
cognitive, intellectual aspects of human life are as much a part of our 
biology as the physiological, anatomical aspects. Throughout the world 
human children learn to speak fluently between their second and third 
year. Chomsky argues that the process by which each child acquires 
the mother tongue is too rapid, effortless and efficient to be explained 
by straightforward learning. The best analogies for the acquisition of 
language are physiological processes such as the replacement of milk 
teeth by adult teeth, or changes at puberty that unfold automatically at 
a set age. The body is genetically programmed to develop in a certain 
way, and these changes are controlled by brain function. Similarly, he 
argues, the brain is programmed to learn language at a certain age but 
not, however, programmed to learn any specific language.
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Moreover, all human languages have certain features in common. 
Although their words differ, the underlying structures are similar. 
Grammar is too difficult for children to invent during their first three 
years. To acquire the grammar of their native language, children must 
be born with the ability to develop linguistic structure. The argument, 
then, is that underneath the specific nouns and verbs and sentences and 
rules of syntax of, let’s say, English, there is a system of rules that may 
serve as a basis for human language. This is sometimes referred to as a 
universal grammar.

If Chomsky is correct, language is an example of how we acquire 
the characteristics that make us human. It has implications for the 
understanding of other mental processes, including how knowledge is 
acquired and stored. The key idea for present purposes is that a universal 
grammar is encoded in our brains, and this enables us to learn a specific 
language at a specific time in our development. We know that if we had 
been born elsewhere, we would be fluent in a different language. The 
acquisition and use of language must ultimately be explained in terms of 
neural structures of which we have as yet only a rudimentary knowledge. 
This is only one example of how humans develop. Not only language but 
our whole way of thinking is determined by the structure of our brains. We 
are not conscious of these genetic constraints on our mental life because 
we operate wholly within them. Chomsky says: “our systems of belief are 
those that the mind, as a biological structure, is designed to construct”.

The Brain and Religious Experience
Not only is the brain relevant to language acquisition, it is also 

pertinent to some aspects of religious experience, especially mystical 
or peak experiences. Quakers have always valued experience and 
a well-known academic, Ninian Smart, includes it in the defining 
concepts of religion:

The feelings of awe and wonder, the sense of approaching a 
mystery, the apprehension of some power or quality greater 
than oneself, all believed to be intimations of a supernatural 
power or reality, are fundamental parts of religion and are 
what most clearly distinguish religion from other areas of 
human life.
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Some, indeed, would quarrel with his use of the word 
supernatural. Such experiences are today frequently termed 
‘peak experiences’ and are sometimes viewed as having religious 
significance and sometimes not. Ralph Hetherington in his 1975 
Swarthmore lecture describes them as a shift from linear to non-
linear consciousness. Typically the person feels an understanding 
of the complex pattern of the world rather than a linear sense of 
cause and effect. It is quite possible to view these experiences as 
personally meaningful, while at the same being natural physiological 
occurrences.

Don Cupitt, founder of the Sea of Faith movement which denies 
the supernatural aspect of religion, has had peak experiences since 
childhood. In a recent book he described one such, triggered by his 
current philosophical preoccupations. He writes: 

An all-round, unobstructed, clear understanding of things, 
which included me, seemed to dawn. This was followed by 
an explosion of pure happiness which passed so rapidly that I 
became conscious of it and identified it only as something that 
was already fast receding and becoming forgotten.

For Don Cupitt this is both a religious experience and a purely 
natural event, a brain-storm, a product of the neurological activity of 
his brain. Is it too much to suggest that perhaps religious or mystical 
experience is a natural event?

The study of brain activity in relation to mystical experience is 
in its early stages. Visual hallucinations with a religious content are 
fairly common and may occur, for example, in migraine sufferers. The 
visions of Hildegard of Bingen, which she has depicted in detailed 
drawings, are typical of those experienced by people with migraine.

The Temporal Lobe and Religious Insight
Other studies indicate that temporal lobe epilepsy is sometimes 

involved in religious experience. Electrical discharges in the 
temporal lobes can produce an epileptic seizure together with other 
manifestations. The neurologist, Ramachandran, writes of patients 
who describe how they felt at this time: “Suddenly it all makes sense; 



172 The Quaker Universalist Reader #3

finally I have insight into the true nature of the cosmos”. These insights 
may colour a person’s life for ever. He also draws attention to the fact that 
similar insights can be obtained by non-epileptics when the temporal 
lobes are stimulated. A Canadian psychologist, Dr Michael Persinger, 
carried out an experiment using himself as subject. He used a machine 
called a transcranial stimulator which, when applied to the scalp, shoots a 
magnetic field onto a small patch of brain tissue. This activates the brain 
tissue and provided hints about its function. When the psychologist applied 
the machine to his temporal lobes he reported to his amazement that 
he experienced God for the first time. Other experiments have suggested 
that temporal lobe activity is particularly relevant to religious experience. 
Ramachandran denies that he is trying to explain away religion. He says: 

My goal as a scientist . . . is to discover how and why religious 
sentiments originate in the brain, but this has no bearing one way 
or the other on whether God really exists or not. . . . The one clear 
conclusion that emerges from all this is that there are circuits in 
the human brain that are involved in religious experience and 
these become hyperactive in some epileptics.

If we accept that the brain is integral to how we experience the 
world, what does this have to say in relation to our religious life?

Is This Merely Reductionist?
There are those who regard such views as reductionist and argue 

that we are only physiological constructs. On the contrary, I find this 
position both humbling and optimistic. To recall Chomsky: “Our systems 
of belief are those that the mind is designed to construct”.

If we accept that activity in the brain is related to how we feel, 
not only in terms of happiness and sadness but also to our religious 
sentiments, what does this mean for our religious life?

A religious grammar encoded in our brain can be accepted 
thankfully. It is part of our human constitution, similar perhaps to our 
ability to enjoy poetry, music or mathematics.

Secondly, although the religious grammar is present, the form will 
vary with the culture and with individual temperament. We escape the 
concept of a single true religion. We do not say, I hope, that English 
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is right while French and Swahili are wrong. They are a means of 
communication in different situations. We do not have to prefer one 
over the other or only in certain circumstances. We can get away from 
trying to develop a universal religion which will never be universally 
acceptable.

Thirdly, the metaphor of language offers a way to view the 
development of religions over the centuries. Languages are not static. 
They change and grow. Current English is not the same as Middle 
English and we now have some difficulty understanding it. American 
English is not the language of the UK. What about the differentiation 
of our regional accents? Every district develops it own, with its own 
peculiarities. Where is Latin now? Gone, but its heritage is found in 
a multitude of Romance languages all over Europe. The history of 
religions shows the same process. Even when they claim to enshrine 
eternal truth, they change continually. They split. New branches are 
formed. Sects develop. Even the relatively short, three hundred year, 
history of Quakerism has seen many divisions and schisms. The 
example of language suggests that this is a natural human process. 
Instead of complaining about the splits and schisms and lack of unity, 
can we not enjoy the diversity and accept it as a natural part of being 
human?

The final verse of Emily Dickinson’s poem, written more than a 
century ago, says it all:

The brain is just the weight of God 
For, lift them, pound for pound 
And they will differ, if they do,
As syllable from sound.
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In his book The Covenant Crucified: Quakers and the Rise of 
Capitalism (Pendle Hill Publications, 1995), Douglas Gwyn paints 
the past as a series of covenants between God and humankind. In 
the first—the covenants of Abraham and Moses—the tribes of Israel 
promised to maintain a pure, pastoral life in the face of growing Iron 
Age cities and empires throughout the Middle East. They failed, 
corrupted eventually by wealth and power.

As Roman civilization engulfed the Mediterranean world, God 
offered a renewed covenant. Through Christ, he extended its terms 
to all peoples, with the condition that they seek to realize on Earth a 
society which, like the Kingdom of God, would cherish the poor, the 
meek, and the helpless. Again humans broke the covenant, creating an 
authoritarian church in the image of a worldly empire.

As Gwyn sees it, another chance came with the transition from 
the Medieval to the modern world. When the Reformation and the 
printing press returned the written word of God to the individual 
believer, George Fox and his followers stepped out before other 
Protestant groups to proclaim yet another covenant. It extended 
the continuing revelation of God’s will to each human heart and 
demanded that society recreate in its very structure the equality of 
each soul before God. Gwyn traces the history of how Fox and the 
Quakers launched a “Lamb’s War” to achieve that goal.
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But Europe was not ready. The Age of Discovery had opened 
undreamed-of areas to conquest, and England stood poised on the 
brink of vast mercantile wealth. The impulse to individualism was 
there, but the rising new class of merchants and manufacturers 
twisted the covenant between God and the human soul into a social 
contract based on “natural law.” The court that mediated that contract 
was the marketplace.

The market, of course, was dominated by wealth, not justice, and 
it turned all created things, including human labor, into commodities. 
Although Quakers suffered and succeeded in their quest for individual 
freedom of conscience and equality before the law, they did so within 
a society that came to be governed by contractual, not covenantal, 
relations. The context of their struggle had changed subtly, but 
fundamentally.

In describing this, Gwyn’s fascination with neo-Marxian economic 
determinism—“the relations of production”—leads him to gloss over 
the impact on human affairs of the new world view being presented 
by science. During the lifetime of Fox himself this was ushered in by 
thinkers like Galileo, Bacon, Descartes, Boyle, Harvey, and Newton. 
It offered a rational basis for the idea of natural law and for the 
materialist assumptions that lie at the heart of capitalism. It even 
suggested to thinkers like John Locke and Adam Smith that human 
society, like the rest of nature, is subject to automatic regulating 
mechanisms. This concept is key to the whole market theory of 
economics.

Gwyn argues powerfully for returning to a social and spiritual 
covenant with God instead of a contract among men—or stated in 
more secular terms, to human values in place of market values. In 
a world where business corporations and their international ties 
are eclipsing national governments and where wealth is becoming 
ever more concentrated, the need for a new “lamb’s war” is easy to 
accept. Yet Gwyn’s biblical and historical critique of capitalism seems 
strangely limited. Like the champions of the very system he challenges, 
he closes his eyes to the new reality that has overtaken us in the past 
50 years.
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In that short span of half a century, world consciousness has 
crossed a towering divide. Our views of history, the universe, and the 
human place in it will never be the same again. Nor will our religious 
metaphors.

Fundamental to that divide is, once again, a new world view 
presented by science. Twentieth-century discoveries in physics, 
mathematics, cybernetics, and molecular biology reveal a universe that 
is no longer the orderly, mechanical landscape seen by Newton, Locke, 
Smith, and Karl Marx. Theories of relativity and quantum mechanics 
have thrown into question the very nature of time, space, and matter. 
Difficult and complex as this knowledge is, it has gradually begun to 
permeate our philosophical and religious thinking with the suspicion 
that consciousness itself may lie at the base of creation. Still to come is 
the spiritual and philosophical impact of our growing power over the 
processes of life, as we probe genetics and manipulate the very identity 
of earthly species.

Perhaps the clearest marker of the watershed we have crossed is 
the realization that our technological civilization may soon destroy 
or permanently alter all life on this planet. As a race we still deny 
this. In our daily lives and public discourse, we resolutely ignore the 
shadow that lies across the hearts of all of us. We wonder at the tide 
of religious fundamentalism that seeks comfort in ancient tales of a 
coming apocalypse and the miraculous saving of the righteous. We 
bewail the seeping despair that engulfs our young people, turning 
them to drugs and other forms of hedonism or to depression and 
suicide. The more aware among us comfort themselves with talk of 
sustainable growth and environmentally friendly business. Yet we 
are all haunted by the vision we have seen of our lovely, fragile globe 
floating in the black void of space and by the danger that we know 
hangs over it.

Closely related to this is another marker. For untold millennia, the 
goal of all human societies was to people the Earth. But now that goal 
has been surpassed. We have overrun the Earth, and our reproductive 
success has suddenly become our greatest potential threat. Foreseen 
200 years ago, but not fully recognized until the last generation, that 
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fact demands a massive reversal in some of our most deeply embedded 
customs and beliefs. First in line are those that define the role of 
women.

Looking back from atop the great divide of our time, scholars can 
see that all civilizations, philosophies, and religious traditions for 
at least 5,000 years have excluded women or defined them as lesser 
beings. The universality of this is clear in the very languages we speak 
and the most ancient of sacred scriptures. The entire role of women 
was procreation. They were the tie to our animal nature, to blood and 
mortality, to all things that grow and seed themselves and fade. They 
heard the first wail of the young and the last sigh of the aged. And woe 
unto women if they aspired to transcend that role. The very gods of 
the universe would be displeased!

No amount of denial will ever wipe out this revelation nor re-
establish the patriarchal image of the divine that has dominated world 
religions. Nor is it now possible for women to return to their outgrown 
and unneeded role in society, even if they so wished. Any new 
covenant must give them a place and function as equal participants in 
all aspects of the sacred and secular drama.

Added to these markers are the explosion of worldwide 
communication, not only among governments, but among individuals, 
and the growth of economic interdependence. Ancient cultures and 
beliefs are crumbling everywhere—often into blind fanaticism and 
terror. In time they will be replaced by some still undefined planet-
wide culture and belief system, for we face the fact that all forms of 
life, from the amoeba to ourselves, exist in a seamless, unified web.

During the last 25 years there has been much talk of a “New Age.” 
For some it started with mind-altering drugs. Some have occupied 
themselves with crystals and tarot cards, with levitation and past lives. 
But while the popular media has smirked and sneered, a new age has 
in fact come. It is on our doorstep now—a silent, awesome presence in 
the lives of each one of us. It underlies our nighttime dreams and fears 
and our daytime thoughts and plans. And it challenges us to turn and 
face it and to respond.
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So what does this sea change mean for the little band of seekers 
who have drawn inspiration from the words and life of George Fox? 
Douglas Gwyn is right that in the millenium ahead we must reaffirm 
the new covenant proclaimed by Fox. But it must be a vastly broader 
one than Gwyn seems to suggest. It must include not only western 
and European concepts, but the whole universe of spiritual reality as 
revealed to humankind. The narrow view that truth has come only 
through one tradition and that God’s covenants have been made 
only with Judeo-Christian peoples excludes openings and revelations 
already experienced by many Friends.

While Quakers, like most other Christians, agonize over their own 
divisions and seeming impotence, vital religious vision appears from 
elsewhere—in a Gandhi, a Thich Nhat Hanh, a Dalai Lama, or a Black 
Elk. And, like eastern or indigenous philosophies, the new covenant 
must embrace not only all of humanity, but all of creation as well. 
Clearer each day is our responsibility for this living Earth as well as 
our identity with the universe that gave it birth.

The majesty of Fox’s vision was equal to this, although the 
language of his time and place in history may not have been. “All 
things were new,” he once said, “and all creation gave another smell 
unto me than before, beyond what words can utter. . . . The creation 
was opened to me, and it was showed me how all things had their 
names given them, according to their nature and virtue. . . . I knew 
nothing but pureness and innocency and righteousness.”
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ABOUT QUAKER UNIVERSALIST FELLOWSHIP
The Quaker Universalist Fellowship (QUF) is a network of people 

around the globe who recognize the spirit of universality as part of 
the Quaker tradition of faith and practice.  QUF embraces the human 
diversity of spiritual experience and communication and the important 
insights of the testimonies in Quaker tradition.  QUF explores 
technology for providing resources and engagement to the world in 
this spirit.

 QUF draws inspiration for its work from such traditional and 
respected statements of Quaker faith as the following:

[B]e patterns, be examples … wherever you come; that your 
life and conduct may preach among all sorts of people, and to 
them. Then you will come to walk cheerfully over the world, 
answering that of God in every one; whereby in them ye may 
be a blessing, and make the witness of God in them to bless 
you…  

— George Fox

The humble, meek, merciful, just, pious, and devout souls are 
everywhere of one religion, and when death takes off the mask, 
they will know one another though the diverse liveries they 
wear here make them strangers.   

— William Penn

There is a principle which is pure, placed in the human mind, 
which in different places and ages hath different names: it is, 
however, pure and proceeds from God. It is deep and inward, 
confined to no form of religion nor excluded from any, where 
the heart stands in perfect sincerity.  

— John Woolman

— QUF Steering Committee, October 2009 
      universalistfriends.org
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