
UUCWI - July 30, 2017 -   
Alone together: Listening for Spirit in Community 

                             	 	 	 	 	 	 	 


Each Sunday afternoon, in this very space, a group of 16-20 people 
gather in a circle and sit together in silence.  ~~  It usually takes me 
a few minutes to settle my mind from my to-do list, to drop into a 

deeper expectant silence.   

What do I mean by expectant silence?  I am listening deeply for that 
small still voice within, that inner wisdom we each have.  ~~Very 
occasionally I am moved to speak.  It is not anything I planned to 
say,  -  some pearl of wisdom to impress others, but rather a 
knowing, a clarity that defies logic, an insight that comes out of the 
silence, from a deeper place than my rational thoughts, speaking 
from a place of heart-knowing - a stirring of the spirit.  Sometimes, 
when I feel the urge to speak, there is a quickening, almost a 
quaking in anticipation.  And I wonder - where is this heart-knowing 
coming from?  


Quakers call this vocal ministry, and in that sense we are all 
ministers - a conduit for Spirit. Parker Palmer, who is also a Quaker, 
says “You are much more likely to have a holy experience in a quiet, 
focused and communal context than when you are being 
entertained.”  Of course, sometimes I get no further than my grocery 
list, but there is still power in communal silence.  


I was not born a Quaker, but in my family Quakers were always 
spoken of with great reverence - and a little bit of awe - for the 
critical role they played in Europe in WorldWar II. For many years I 
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worked for Pacific Oaks College, and now for the Center for 
Courage and Renewal - both were founded by Quakers.  But it is 
only relatively recently, that I began to unpack why I feel a pull to 
identify with Quakers and to live into what it means to me to be a 
Quaker.  


On a head level, I was initially drawn to the commitment to non-
violence, to equality and social justice.  On a heart level, I resonated 
with the deep well and guiding message of love - so central in so 
many faith traditions - but here ~~ clearer and unencumbered by 
layers of doctrine. 


In a nutshell, if there is one belief that all Quakers share, it is the 
belief that there is that of God in each of us.  Some might object to 
the use of the word ‘God’, and there are Quakers who are atheists, 
so call it what you will: a divine wisdom, an inner light, an inner 
teacher - whose guidance is more reliable than anything we can get 
from  doctrine, ideology, institution or leader.  I began to use this 
guiding principle to look for that spark of the divine in everyone I 
encounter. I’m not always very good at it.


Like Unitarians, Quakers are not always considered to be Christians 
- though the roots of Quakerism dating back to the 1600s are clearly 
based in early Christianity.  They are often called the Religious 
Society of Friends, because Jesus, in the Gospel of John, is to have 
said to his disciples “No longer do I call you servants or students, 
but instead I call you Friends, for we are equal in God’s eyes…  It is 
said the reason we are called Quakers comes from when William 
Penn refused to bow down and remove his hat before a magistrate, 
saying “I quake only before God…”  to which the magistrate 

Page �2



responded scornfully,” Remove that impudent quaker from my 
sight…”  Though initially it was a derogatory term, the name stuck.


In the first few centuries of the Christian era, before status and 
power and sin and control came into play in the growing life of the 
Church, for the followers of Jesus, there was no organized set of 
beliefs, no creed, no dogma, only a direct relationship with God and 
God’s love, as embodied by Jesus.  There was no original sin, there 
was only original grace.  George Fox, considered to be the father of 
Quakerism, was trying to take people back to that early form of 
Christianity, stating: Christ says this, the apostles say that, the 
church says this - but what can You say?  [in George Fox’s language 
“What canst Thou say?”] What is your experience of the divine?  

That is what matters. The words of the Scriptures are meaningless 

unless you experience them first hand. 


In many ways the Quaker attempts to return to early Christianity 
where the focus was on action and contemplation, remind me of the 
early Christian mystics, and even some contemporary radical 
spiritual leaders.  Richard Rohr, a Franciscan, just this week wrote:  
If we would imitate Jesus in very practical ways,… [the Christian 
religion would be made-to-order to ]… we would grease the wheels 
of human consciousness toward love, nonviolence, justice, 
inclusivity, and care for creation.   

Pope Francis, even Desmond Tutu and the Dalai Lama, could all 
have been Quakers, emphasizing love and compassion, and treating 
everyone with equal dignity and respect, and waiting for clarity 
through contemplation - prayer or meditation.
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And, like Unitarians, we don’t have a handed down creed or dogma, 
but, as Quakers, we believe that each of us has direct access to the 
divine without intercession or intermediaries.  A caveat - most of 
you would be most familiar with what we call ‘unprogrammed 
Quakers’.  But there are other forms of Quakerism - even 
evangelical, biblical and conservative, with a pastor - and many of 
those congregations are on the African continent.  Regardless, most 
Quakers take the absence of a creed as an invitation and 
encouragement to exercise an extra measure of personal 
responsibility for the articulation of faith in our daily lives, 
acknowledging that each of us will articulate it slightly differently.  
Instead of a set of beliefs, it is a loving way of living.


Several principles and practices (called testimonies) come out of 
that fundamental belief that there is that of God in each of us.


The first is Simplicity - that we may live simply - so that others may 
simply live.  You may think of old-fashioned Quakers in drab, dull 
clothing - that is because they refused on principle to wear any 
cotton clothing (or even eat cane sugar), anything that had been 
made by slaves. 


Another is Peace - to live in such a way that promotes non-violent 

solutions to conflict.  If there is that of God in everyone, how could I 
own another human being?  How could I kill another human being?  
Quakers were the first conscientious objectors.


Then there is Integrity - sometimes also called the Truth testimony 
- to live my life in such a way that who I am on the outside is 
seamless with who I am on the inside.  I try to remember to let my 
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life preach more loudly than my lips. To this day, Quakers do not 
take the oath in court, because to swear to tell the truth, would 
imply that sometimes they tell the truth and sometimes they don’t.


Another is Community - that we need each other and are 
interdependent - that I am a part of something greater than myself, 
and am mindful of the welfare of others, both within my immediate 
circle and in the extended human family.


And then a very central testimony is Equality - that since each of us 
has that equal divine spark, no one can own another human being, 
or even lord it over them.  Quakers were the earliest abolitionists.  
No one, regardless of class, race, gender, sexual preference or 
identity is above or better than anyone else.  William Penn was not 
the only Quaker refusing to pay homage to the King. And a number 
of early Quaker women were jailed when they, as equals, felt led to 
preach, something reserved only for men.   Lynn Waddington, who 
some of you remember here on the island, wrote:


“Is it an oxymoron to speak of greatness for the many, rather 
than the few?  Greatness for the few is a very patriarchal 
notion, where all life is ranged on some hierarchy, … and the 
closer to the top you are, the more worthy you are.  The 
unfortunate corollary being that those close to the bottom are 
often dismissed as worthless.  We are now struggling with the 
consequences of that kind of thinking.”


And finally, Stewardship - we each have a responsibility to care for 

the natural resources that surround us and sustain us.


Living into these core principles is a daily practice.  While sitting in 
silence is about contemplation, it is not enough to simply 
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contemplate. Quakers are also known for their action, for their 
willingness to speak from a place of integrity, of peace and equality.  

Contemplation and action are co-creators of a life of meaning and 

purpose. And everyday is a day of worship.


In our fractured world I have been spending quite a lot of my time 
recently engaging with community members in what I have called 

gracious listening - beyond the edges of our circles.  When Terra 
first asked me to speak about what it means to me to be a Quaker, I 
kept forgetting my focus, for my attention was captured by gracious 
listening.  But last week I had an AHA moment with the realization 

that being a Quaker is all about gracious listening, about listening 
with compassion and respect, without judgment, about finding that 
of God in everyone and acting on it  ~~ about treating everyone 
equally and fairly; and it is also especially about listening deep 
inside for my own small still voice, that holy mystery within - so that 
who I am on the inside is seamless with who I am on the outside. 


Has it ever happened to you that you know something, deep in your 
heart - but you have no idea how you know?  Quakers call that a 
Leading.  Part of what happens when I listen to my own small, still, 
but persistent voice within, is that I become clearer about who I am 
and the thread of my path.  Nick - a 5th grader - describes this kind 
of listening in a poem:  “When you listen you reach into dark corners 
and pull out your wonders…”


In a delightful little book entitled Let Your Life Speak, Parker Palmer 
says:


“Before you tell your life what you intend to do with it, listen for 
what it intends to do with you. Before you tell your life what truths 
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and values you have decided to live up to, let your life tell you 
what truths you embody, what values you represent.”    …Our 
deepest calling is to grow into our own authentic self-hood, 
whether or not it conforms to some image of who we ought to 
be. As we do so, we will not only find the joy that every human 
being seeks--we will also find our path of authentic service in the 
world.”  
 


Many - or most of the major decisions in my life have come from 
that deeper source of wisdom - some very profound and life-
changing - some quite mundane.  I recently was led to paint a mural 
on the side of my house, along the alley that gets a lot of foot traffic.  
Little did I know where that would take me. I was getting my haircut 
and asked my haircutter if she knew of anyone who could paint a 
mural - “I can,” she said.  “And I want to promote art in everyday 
places, and give back to the Langley community.”


I envisioned something round, a mandala perhaps.  I was intrigued 
with the images and symbols in the Tree of Life.  So the artist, 
Siobhan, asked me what I wanted to include on a Tree of Life.  I 
suddenly found myself doing a life review ~~ trying to capture 
images and symbols of what is meaningful to me in my life, and how 
I might engage with others in reflecting on what it means to them to 
live in this beautiful place - a statement of values, beliefs and shared 
vision.  It is still a work in progress, and who knows where it will lead 
? Do stop by sometime and see for yourself - in downtown Langley, 
next to the Methodist Church parking lot.  Definitely my desire to 
create a greater sense of community in my life and with those who 
wander by - is already happening.
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I think around the outside of the mural, I want to incorporate the 
words of John O’Donohue: “I want to live my life like a river flows, 
carried by the surprise of its own unfolding.” 

So let us gather ourselves in silence  - alone-together in community 
- each listening deeply for our own messages, coming from a place 
of greater knowing.


I share with you a verse in the 46th psalm - as we move into a short 
period of silence:


Be still and know that I am God.                                                                                    
Be still and know that I am.                                                                                           
Be still and know.                                                                                                           
Be still.                                                                                                                        
Be…


…. Silence 

In the words of Claudia Walker:


May we be at peace  —  May our hearts remain open —  May we 
awaken to the light of our own true nature  —  May we be a source 
of healing for all beings. 
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