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About this lecture

Although originally daunted at being asked to present the 2020 
James Backhouse Lecture to Australian Friends, Fiona Gardner 

came to � nd that the opportunity encouraged her to re� ect more deeply 
on her own journey and what might usefully be shared with others. For 
over twenty years, Fiona has participated in facilitating the Meeting 
for Learning (a year-long program for spiritual nurture, designed to 
explore Spirit and Quaker ways), and lives with her partner in a small 
intentional community that has been a place of spiritual nurture and 
learning.  She has worked as a social worker for many years and now 
as a university teacher, particularly in fostering critical re� ection and 
spirituality for social workers and critical spirituality for pastoral care 
workers. A continuing challenge in her spiritual life has been how to 
integrate her spiritual being in all of these aspects of her life. 

“Why seek to live life in union with Spirit? Such a life, in my 
experience and that of many others, is a fuller, richer, meaning � lled 
and deeper life, connected to that which is eternal. It means moving 
from what is often called the ‘divided life’, beyond opposing forces to 
a place of wholeness, to integrating all of who we are in all that we do. 
To do this means holding together these opposites.”



THE JAMES BACKHOUSE LECTURES

�is is one of a series of annual lectures which began in 1964 when 
Australia Yearly Meeting of the Religious Society of Friends was 
�rst established.

�e lecture is named after James Backhouse, who travelled with his 
companion George Washington Walker throughout the Australian 
colonies from 1832 to 1838.   

Backhouse and Walker were English Quakers who came to Australia 
with a particular concern for social justice.  Having connections to 
social reform movements in the early colonies as well as in Britain, 
Backhouse and Walker planned to record their observations and 
make recommendations for positive change where needed. 

Detailed observations were made of all the prisons and institutions 
visited by Backhouse and Walker. �eir reports, submitted to local 
as well as British authorities, made recommendations for legislative 
reform. Many of the changes they initiated resulted in improvements 
to the health and wellbeing of convicts, Aboriginal people and the 
general population.

A naturalist and a botanist, James Backhouse is remembered also for 
his detailed accounts of native vegetation which were later published. 

James Backhouse was welcomed by isolated communities and 
Friends throughout the colonies. He shared with all his concern 
for social justice and encouraged others in their faith. A number of 
Quaker meetings began as a result of his visit.

Australian Friends hope that these lectures, which re�ect the 
experiences and ongoing concerns of Friends, may o�er fresh insight 
and be a source of inspiration.

As a result of the current COVID19 epidemic, the 2020 Backhouse 
lecture Seeking Union with Spirit: Experiences of Spiritual Journeys 
by Fiona Gardner, a Member of Victoria Regional Meeting, was 
presented online to a wide audience on 6th July 2020.
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Introduction
I want to begin by paying my respects to the First Nations people of this 

community and across Australia as the original caretakers of this land. My 
respect also comes from my appreciation of their wisdom and knowledge, 
which has in�uenced this lecture in many ways: in acknowledging the value 
of naming my own story and background, in making explicit my own stories, 
in seeing the connections between the land and spirit and in how to listen to 
the interconnectedness of all beings—animate and inanimate.

What I want to do here is share my own journey in seeking to live in 
union with Spirit. Although it was daunting, one of the blessings of being 
asked to deliver the Backhouse Lecture was that it encouraged me to re�ect 
more deeply on my own journey and what might usefully be shared with 
others. When I look back over my life and my own spiritual journey, I can see 
much that I have learnt—often slowly, sometimes painfully, and sometimes 
joyfully. For me, the start of that journey goes right back to my childhood 
sense of Spirit, my family’s religious practice and many other formative 
experiences. As most of you will know, I have been privileged to participate in 
facilitating the Meeting for Learning for over twenty years now: a wonderful 
source of learning, which infuses this lecture. I live with Drew Lawson—a 
constant source of spiritual inspiration—in a small intentional community, 
which has also been a place of spiritual nurture and learning. I have worked 
as a social worker for many years and now as a university teacher, particularly 
in fostering critical re�ection and spirituality for social workers and critical 
spirituality for pastoral care workers. A continuing challenge in my spiritual 
life has been how to integrate my spiritual being into all these aspects of my 
life.

So, why seek to live life in union with Spirit? Such a life, in both my 
experience and that of many others, is a fuller, richer, deeper and meaning-
�lled life, connected to that which is eternal. Living in union with Spirit 
means moving from what is often called the ‘divided life’, beyond opposing 
forces to a place of wholeness, to integrating all of who we are in all that we 
do. To do this means holding together these opposites. In Celtic spirituality, 
O’Donohue says:
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In order to keep our balance, we need to hold the interior and 
exterior, visible and invisible, known and unknown, temporal and 
eternal, ancient and new together. No-one else can undertake this 
task for you. You are the one and only threshold of an inner world.1

Crossing this threshold means coming to know yourself ‘in the things that 
are eternal’—that is, knowing all of yourself, the shadow and the treasure, 
the egoistic and the altruistic, the strong and the vulnerable, the one who is 
able to be and to do. Moving beyond and transcending these often-unhelpful 
opposites means arriving at a new understanding and way of being with doing. 
Ideally doing is fundamentally underpinned by your being self, so that all you 
do is infused with Spirit. �is is a lifelong journey. We usually talk of living 
from or with Spirit, but I have chosen to name this lecture ‘Seeking union with 
spirit’ to make explicit that what we are ultimately seeking is to be increasingly 
in union with Spirit.

Living life from this place enhances relationships and work of all kinds, 
encourages living in ways that are life-enhancing rather than life-denying, 
and fosters the development of an awareness of what matters—that is, the 
fundamental essence of your being, and the ability to make active choices 
from that place. �is is also the life we are called to. �e Quaker elders at 
Balby in 1656 wrote:

Dearly beloved Friends, these things we do not lay upon you as 
a rule or form to walk by, but that all, with the measure of light 
which is pure and holy, may be guided; and so in the light walking 
and abiding, these may be ful�lled in the Spirit, not from the 
letter, for the letter killeth, but the Spirit giveth life.2

�is also a±rms that there isn’t only one way to live life as Spirit. We can learn 
from the wisdom of others, but, essentially, we each need to learn for ourselves 
how to live in Spirit. �is doesn’t mean that life will be free of struggle but 
rather that our experiences of darkness can be embraced from a more life-
giving place. We may choose whether to live in the Spirit, although there are 
also times when we are not conscious of making choices or are perhaps even 
unaware that a choice exists. �e overall intention, though, is to live in this 
way.

What I am aiming to do here then is to make connections between 
what has fostered my own increased sense of living life in union with Spirit, 
the wisdom of those who have written about the spiritual journey and the 
struggles and learning of those I have journeyed with. I am grateful to all 
those who have agreed for their writings to be used and to those many other 
people who have contributed to my own learning in ways that they may or 
may not know about.
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First, a comment about language: this is a fraught area. Due to past 
experiences, many people react negatively to spiritual language. What people 
are comfortable with varies hugely. I will generally use the term Spirit to mean 
the connection to the essence of our Selves, what Quakers would often name 
as ‘the light within’; some would say ‘God’, others ‘a sense of meaning’ or 
‘transcendence’. For me, Spirit is that sense of something greater than the 
self, which is both in us and external to us, which transcends our being but 
of which we are also a part. Please translate how I use Spirit into whatever 
language you are comfortable with. I should also say that, in the examples 
given in this lecture, the language preferred by the person quoted is used.

I also like to use the image of a journey. I �nd it a helpful metaphor. �e 
spiritual journey isn’t a neat, linear one. It is more common to have twists and 
turns along the way, to need to turn back and clarify where you are going, to 
set o� in hope rather than always being sure you will arrive. Sometimes you 
end up in unexpected places that turn out to be a delight; at other times, you 
regret not being more purposeful about where you were going.
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Lecture outline
This lecture is structured according to two main themes. �e �rst theme is 

what I see as the central pillars, often experienced as tensions or paradoxes 
of the spiritual journey—being with and re�ecting on spiritual experience, the 
in�uence of history and social context, the challenges of darkness and light 
and of love and truth, and the value of paying attention to both our inner 
and external worlds. Each of these is a way to further understand who we are 
and the particular nature of our spiritual journey. �e second main theme is 
around how we can nurture our spiritual selves as we travel though life. Here 
I will focus on the centrality of silence; the qualities of openness, honesty and 
humility; the recognition of gifts and discernment; and paying attention to 
the ways of knowing that deepen your knowledge of self.  While I am naming 
these as though they are neat, discrete categories, how we experience them is 
more like threads of a tapestry inextricably and beautifully woven together. 
We rightly see the whole rather than the parts, but sometimes it helps to 
disentangle the threads to see the parts more clearly. 

First, it helps to ask what has in�uenced us—that is, the values and 
spiritual expectations we have inherited from our own family history and 
social context. First Nations people understand this: they always begin by 
introducing themselves in terms of the community and land they come from. 
So, for me, I was born in Scotland and my family were Scottish Presbyterians. 
I grew up going to church every Sunday, including after we migrated to 
Australia when I was nine. My parents had very di�erent attitudes to religion 
and to the church community. My mother’s father was a minister in that 
church, an emotionally abusive man, but her mother was a deeply spiritual 
woman and taught my mother the power of prayer. So, although she was 
sceptical of the organisational church, my mother believed in the teachings 
and spirit. My father, on the other hand, enjoyed the community of the 
church, loved to sing and was a staunch defender of the democratic nature 
of Presbyterianism. As migrants, we found the church was also a place to go 
where we had something in common with others, a beginning point for being 
connected to community and so an in�uential part of my life.
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Part 1: Experiencing the 
spiritual journey

1. Re�ection and spiritual experience

Advices and queries number �ve:

Take time to learn about other people’s experiences of the Light. 
Remember the importance of the Bible, the writings of Friends 
and all writings which reveal the ways of God. As you learn from 
others, can you in turn give freely from what you have gained? 
While respecting the experiences and opinions of others, do 
not be afraid to say what you have found and what you value. 
Appreciate that doubt and questioning can also lead to spiritual 
growth and to a greater awareness of the Light that is in us all.3

�e �rst aspect of the spiritual life for me is paying attention to and 
actively re�ecting on our spiritual experiences. I believe we all have spiritual 
experiences but don’t always recognise them. Paying attention to our own 
spiritual experiences and learning from them is an essential aspect of living in 
union with Spirit. For Quakers, this is not a new idea. �e Religious Society 
of Friends began because people wanted to a±rm the validity of their own 
experience of God rather than have this mediated by a priest or minister. 
Most people would be able to name a spiritual experience of some kind, an 
awareness of what is beyond the self. �is might be a sense of transcendence 
in Meeting or in nature, or a deep feeling of connection with a group or 
community; it might be experiencing the presence of Spirit or God within 
or relationship with Christ. However, most of us feel more comfortable with 
some spiritual experiences than with others. Spiritual experiences come 
in many forms in Meeting for Worship certainly, but also during dreams, 
while walking in a meditative way, while being in nature, at work or during 
community activities—paid or voluntary—that you are called to do, in 
relationships, and in being creative. As part of the spiritual journey, it is vital 
to not dismiss or undermine these spiritual experiences but to pay attention 



6

to them, sit with them to more fully understand what they mean for you, and 
embed them into your way of being and doing.

I want to illustrate this by describing my �rst conscious spiritual 
experience and identifying both its in�uence on me and the implications for 
spiritual growth and nurture. My family moved to Australia when I was nine. 
�e following year at our church, children in sixth grade were encouraged 
to sit for a scholarship to help fund their move to secondary school. Classes 
were held to help us understand the kinds of questions we would be asked. 
Although I couldn’t put it into words, I felt deeply uncomfortable about these 
classes, which were essentially a form of bible study. It felt as if they were 
attempts to pin God or Spirit down to words. I feared losing my sense of the 
experience of God. One day, as I was walking through the small park in our 
neighbourhood, I had a very strong sense of connection with the universe, 
with God saying to me, Don’t worry, you will never lose me. �is reassured me, 
and my sense of unease disappeared.

�is was a powerful experience for a ten-year-old child. It certainly 
prepared me well for a later introduction to Quakers. I didn’t talk about it 
until well into my adult life. It felt too deeply personal and too vulnerable to 
some kind of criticism or unhelpful explanation. I didn’t feel safe that it would 
be understood and valued. Part of this reaction I think was sensible; it’s hard 
to put into words and talk about some of the deepest spiritual experiences we 
have. �eir mystery is what makes them meaningful. On the other hand, not 
talking about these experiences means we don’t realise what is shared and how 
fundamental these experiences are to what gives life meaning. My experience 
in the park also suggests that our spiritual awareness is very present and real 
as children, but we can lose this awareness as we get older and conform to 
acceptable ways of being spiritual. Part of the spiritual journey for many of us 
may be �nding a way back.

Although I couldn’t put it into words then, what I took from this 
experience was feeling a±rmed in my own direct experience of God and a 
clarity about what really mattered in my life. I also sensed that I didn’t have to 
accept the dominant way of thinking and being as expressed in my religious 
community; it was possible to express my spiritual self in my own way. As 
I became more able to consciously re�ect on this experience as an adult, I 
realised that I had come to take for granted that God would always be present 
in my life as a guiding force. �e centrality of this belief was particularly 
challenged when I found myself in an unhappy work situation; previously, 
I had felt led from one fundamentally life-enhancing work experience to 
another. �e contrast prompted me to explore more deeply again what was 
missing in my spiritual life.
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�is, then, is the �rst aspect of the spiritual journey: a sense of knowing, 
valuing and re�ecting on your own spiritual experiences, and being open and 
active about listening to yourself, to others and to Spirit about the meaning 
of those experiences. �ere really is no one right spiritual experience. Your 
experience may be signi�cantly di�erent from other people; it may be 
something that would make some people feel uncomfortable or it may be 
recognised and valued by others. What is important is to know that it is yours, 
to be cherished and encouraged, and to be understood and integrated into 
your being. It is also important not to compare your experiences with the 
experiences of others in a critical or judgemental way. Some people have much 
more dramatic and colourful spiritual experiences than I do; I would say that 
my experiences are relatively muted, a sense of being with, an awareness of 
spirit embodied deeply and emanating quietly. �ere is no scale to determine 
what constitutes a greater achievement in the spiritual journey as there is more 
generally in our culture. Recognising this will help us simply be interested in 
how the experience of others is similar or di�erent from ours. Our Friend, Sue 
Wilson wrote:

Spirit as Bird

�e red-�ashing wren dances before me 
a few marvellous minutes.

Experts interrogate me:

Was it black with scarlet back 
or the crimson variety? 
Do you know the wren responds to certain calls that we could teach you?

What I know is this:

My bird lives 
among the rocks, roots and growth at my ground of being, 
following its own rhythm.

I want to stand with a steady heart when it comes blazing out.4

A paradox of this aspect of the spiritual journey is that although it is 
essentially deeply individual, it is fostered when it is shared. Mary Graham, a 
First Nations elder, says:

�e re�ective and questing Aboriginal mind is always aligned with 
what everyone in the group wants, and what everyone wants is to 
understand ourselves in order to have and maintain harmonious 
relationships. �e activity of philosophical speculation should not 
be engaged in alone, nor in a competitive, adversarial debate, but 
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with others in a sharing environment, so that re�ective thought is 
always associated with the ‘other’.5

Drew and I were involved in organising a Quaker weekend camp many 
years ago. Our small worshipping group wanted more time than Meeting 
for Worship plus lunch to know each other in the things that are eternal. In 
one session, people shared in small groups something of what their spiritual 
journey meant for them, their understanding or experience of Spirit. People 
were to share only, not to discuss or make judgements. How eye-opening 
this was! People were astonished and in awe of what they had to o�er each 
other: the di�erences between those for whom a very real presence of Christ 
was signi�cant, those for whom Spirit related to the natural world, and those 
whose dreams and visions were powerful indicators of Spirit. What we all 
took from this was the richness and diversity of how Spirit is experienced and 
a desire to know more, not to compare in a negative sense but in the liberation 
of what could be.

We also recognised though that some people had experienced negative 
judgement, often those who had a more Christian expression of their Quaker 
selves. �is was deeply painful for those for whom their relationship with 
Christ was a central element of their lives. One person, who had very vivid 
visions, also felt judged, perceived as having some kind of mental illness. 
Asking and expecting people to respect this diversity requires work. People 
also need to accept themselves well enough to be comfortable with their own 
spirituality and not to feel judged in comparison. Someone who feels implicitly 
criticised by not being like the other may react negatively and hurtfully.

�e second aspect of re�ecting on spirituality for me is engaging with how 
any experience you have connects with your spiritual self, if you are aiming to 
live life in union with Spirit. Much of my work life is about encouraging 
workers to re�ect more deeply on a particular experience that has bothered, 
irritated or puzzled them in some way. What they �nd, as they peel away 
the layers of their reactions, feelings and thoughts, is that they unearth their 
fundamental values, what is meaningful for them about who they are and the 
work they do. Ian, for example, was upset that his sister-in-law didn’t introduce 
him to her son’s new partner at a family party. He felt he was ‘not seen, not 
valued’. �is feeling was reinforced by his being a pastoral care worker in a 
family where prestigious jobs with high incomes were more respected in a 
society with similar values. Confronting these feelings led him to ask what 
really mattered, and he a±rmed that he needed to more fully integrate his 
belief that being loved by God and being lovable was what he wanted to 
live from. �is leads to a second thread in the tapestry: understanding the 
in�uence of history and social context.
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2. Understanding the in�uence of 
history and social context

This means understanding how the individual nature of your spiritual 
journey is in�uenced by your interactions with others and with the world 

you live in. Advices and queries number thirty-six:

Seek to understand the causes of injustice, social unrest and fear. 
Are you working to bring about a just and compassionate society 
which allows everyone to develop their capacities and fosters the 
desire to serve?6

Implicit in my experience as a ten-year old is my own family history 
and its in�uence on me. All of us are in�uenced by our family’s expectations 
and ways of being as well as those of the communities we inhabit, including 
the society we live in. My mother’s and father’s dissimilar experiences of 
family and of their faith traditions meant that I lived with the unconscious 
assumption that it was understandable and acceptable that people experience 
their spirituality and faith community di�erently. I knew this was not always 
so, that there were con�icts between people within churches and major 
con�icts in communities. �e historical tensions between Scottish Catholics 
and Protestants were still actively present, and the Irish experience of 
religious con�ict in�uenced my mother in particular. �e history of English 
colonisation partially underpinned my father’s commitment to democracy in 
the Church of Scotland. �is personal history prepared me well for becoming 
a Universalist Friend: consciously valuing all faith traditions and the essence 
of their spirituality. I needed though to overcome my inbuilt prejudices about 
the relative ornateness and ceremony of the Catholic, and to some extent 
Anglican churches, to value what they o�ered. My mother’s separation of the 
institutional church from the power of prayer, and my parents’ di�erences, 
reinforced my early childhood experience and belief: you can assert your own 
spiritual self rather than accept dominant cultural and organisational values.

While these in�uences were generally helpful for me, unconscious 
in�uences can lead to assumptions about life and spirituality that are unhelpful. 
Part of the spiritual journey is to recognise and name these assumptions. 
Families, communities and cultures have very strong, but often subtle, norms 
about what is acceptable, culturally reinforced. Part of the process of coming 
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to know who you are is to become conscious of these norms and to actively 
choose whether you want to live your life based them. Otherwise, they are 
likely to continue to in�uence how you react. Gerald Hughes says that ‘when 
the inner life is ignored, violence erupts in some form or other, whether in 
physical or mental illness in the individual, or civil unrest within a nation, or 
war between nations’.7

An example might help with this: a woman (I will call her Kate) had 
prepared afternoon tea in her church community, preparing the tables 
thoughtfully, decorating them with �owers. She was surprised by the depth 
of her anger when another community member changed her arrangements to 
make them ‘better’. As she wrestled with this anger, she had an image of her 
grandmother saying to her as a child over thirty years before, ‘You haven’t done 
this right’. When Kate thought about this relationship, it seemed impossible 
for her to get things right. Her grandmother’s assumption was there is one right 
way, and it’s mine. �is had left Kate with a default, unconscious, undermining 
assumption: I am hopeless, I can never get things right. As we explored where 
her grandmother may have been coming from, what emerged was a picture of 
frustration. �e expectation for a woman of Kate’s grandmother’s generation 
was care-giving at home, not the teacher she had trained to be. Her resentment 
was expressed in irritation at things not being as she wanted. Identifying the 
in�uence of history and social context helped Kate see her grandmother’s 
negativity as not personal to Kate, but, rather, as re�ecting a broader picture. 
Kate could then say, I can a¡rm who I am in my context. I believe I am an able 
and worthy person. I am loved by God, and I can love myself. �is deeper knowing 
of the self meant that Kate could interact with the world more constructively 
and raise this issue e�ectively with the other person.
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3. Darkness and light

Coming to know ourselves in the Spirit means engaging with all of the 
journey. Change is an integral and inevitable part of the spiritual journey: 

times of both darkness and light, joy and sorrow, illumination and confusion, 
contentment and despair. Our history can mean that we struggle with being 
in the light, with accepting our gifts and fundamental lovableness, or that we 
try to avoid the darkness altogether. Advices and queries number eleven:

Come regularly to Meeting for Worship even when you are angry, 
depressed, tired or spiritually cold. In the silence ask for and accept 
the prayerful support of others joined with you in worship. Try 
to �nd a spiritual wholeness which encompasses su�ering as well 
as thankfulness and joy. Prayer, springing, from a deep place in 
the heart, may bring healing and unity as nothing else can. Let 
Meeting for Worship nourish your whole life.8

�e spiritual life comes with a struggle towards wholeness to integrate 
both the light and dark aspects of ourselves. We seek to stand in the light, 
and, when we do so, we cast our own shadow of darkness. Part of the spiritual 
journey is recognising and having the courage to face the darkness in whatever 
form it comes. �e strength of the sun will in�uence the depth of the shadow: 
on some days, we might be very conscious of what we struggle with; at other 
times, it may feel muted. For most of us, this means facing the parts of 
ourselves that we feel less comfortable with, the times that we act in ways we 
regret, history that is painful. For some, there are feelings of not being worthy, 
of not having internalised the love of God. Brokenness can become a fallback 
position, chosen unconsciously, not knowing that another choice is possible. 
Writers about the spiritual life also talk about the dark night journey, the times 
in our lives when we embrace or are overwhelmed by the challenges of the 
spiritual life. I always feel particularly moved by Parker Palmer’s exploration 
of his depression:

Midway in my life’s journey, ‘way closed’ again, this time with a 
ferocity that felt fatal: I found myself in the dark woods called 
clinical depression, a total eclipse of light and hope. But after I 
emerged from my sojourn in the dark and had given myself several 
years to absorb its meaning, I saw how pivotal that passage had 
been on my pilgrimage toward selfhood and vocation.9
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For Parker, this pilgrimage was to �nd his ‘true self ’: 

I now know myself to be a person of weakness and strength, 
liability and giftedness, darkness and light. I now know that to be 
whole means to reject none of it but to embrace all.10

I am also conscious that the depths of Parker’s experience are shared by 
others, but expressed in di�erent ways. For some, it is more likely to be in 
outbursts of anger or in experiencing deep fear or anxiety, perhaps having 
painful memories that seem unrelenting and undermining. For others, the 
dark night journey can feel more like a time of restlessness or irritability, a 
sense of just not feeling comfortable. Some people describe their experience as 
mountains and valleys, others as hills and plains. It is important to recognise, 
however, that how this experienced or expressed does not diminish the 
meaning for each person.

Two other aspects require consideration. First, it’s sometimes easier for us 
to see in others what is negative or dark about ourselves. I had an experience 
of working with a chairperson whom I experienced as pushy and arrogant, 
not listening to others, especially to me! When I re�ected on which aspects 
of him might also be part of me, I had to acknowledge that my capacity to be 
passionate, might be experienced by others in a very similar way.

Second, some of us can readily accept and relish the treasure within—
the gifts we have—bathe in the light and internalise it. Others �nd this a 
struggle: how can I accept the love of God/of spirit if I feel unworthy? Depending 
on what you have taken on board from your own family and community, it 
may be harder to accept the joys of the spiritual life than the challenges. Drew 
Lawson says:

I will allow
my inner world
to be untidy,
without judgement.

I will allow
the divine silence
to weave it
into my divine song.11
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4. Love and truth

Acknowledging that we are lovable and loved and accepting our inherent 
worth are fundamental aspects of the spiritual journey. �is is balanced 

with being open to hearing the truth or what challenges our ways of being and 
doing. Advices and queries number one:

Take heed, dear Friends, to the promptings of love and truth in 
your hearts. Trust them as the leadings of God whose Light shows 
us our darkness and bring us to new life.12

Some of us have been fortunate in having a relatively simple experience 
of being loved as children, which makes it easier for us to take being loved 
and being lovable seriously. For others, this in itself is a major challenge: how 
can I believe I am lovable given that I have been told so clearly that I am not, that 
love is conditional on being/behaving in the right ways? For those who have been 
abused, this becomes even harder. Knowing yourself and believing in your 
own worth from a spiritual perspective is often a basic and early challenge. 
Coming from a perspective of not feeling lovable means it is harder to be 
loving to others.

Love on its own, though, is not always enough to be nurtured into 
growth. In the spiritual life, we also need truth, but this needs to be truth 
delivered lovingly or love delivered truthfully. You could think of this as a 
balancing act, like being on a see saw, holding the tension of maintaining the 
two in harmony.

Early Quakers were better than us at getting this balance right; they 
expected to love and care for each other, and part of this was holding each 
other to truth, to speak what they believed the other person needed to hear. 
�ey lived in communities where they met each other constantly, where 
they met for Meeting for Worship more than once a week and Meeting for 
Worship for Business, and where they mutually supported each other in many 
small and larger ways. Being able to name when you felt someone was not 
acting from Spirit was important to them. John Woolman epitomises this for 
me. His letters and journal make explicit how he wrestled with this, and how 
he gently and lovingly, but �rmly, would say what he felt. For example, in a 
letter, he wrote:
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�e Truth my dear sister, hath been precious in thy sight and I 
trust remains to be to thee precious as ever. Christ of old time 
taught the people as they were able to bear it, and I believe, my 
dear friend, there are lessons for thee and I yet to learn. Friends 
from the country and in the city are often at thy house, and when 
they behold amongst thy furniture some things which are not 
agreeable to the purity of Truth, the minds of some, I believe, at 
times are in danger of being diverted from so close an attention 
to the Light of Life as is necessary for us. I trust the Great Friend 
and Helper is near thee, in whose love I am thy friend.13

To grow, we all need people in our lives who do this for us, who lovingly, 
but �rmly, remind us of the essential questions. How this is done is as 
important as the doing of it. Drew, at one time, felt that I was doing too 
much that wasn’t from a leading but more from the internal and inherited 
pressures of what I should be doing. If, in a tone of judgement, he had said to 
me something like, you are being ridiculous, you should work less and pay attention 
to Spirit more, I would have reacted negatively and most likely not heard the 
underlying message. However, because he was able to say with a loving tone, I 
am wondering if all that you are doing is from being led or is more what you think 
you should do, I was able to hear and respond.

In our current culture, we struggle with this balance. We know we need 
to o�er and/or hear truth, but this is frequently not done constructively, 
whether individually or in communities. To do this well requires coming back 
to knowing who we are, being very aware of our own motivations and what 
in�uences our reactions to ensure that we are not simply telling the other 
person what we think they should be doing. �e impetus has to come from 
and be fed by Spirit to enable us to get right that balance of love and truth. 
We need to discern the movement of the Spirit within us before we speak. 
Advices and queries number twelve:

Be honest with yourself. What unpalatable truths might you be 
evading? When you recognise your shortcomings, do not let that 
discourage you. In worship together we can �nd the assurance of 
God’s love and the strength to go on with renewed courage.14

One of my very powerful experiences of two Friends in con�ict was that 
each had their own history from which they were reacting. Each felt they 
were speaking truth to each other, using that much used phrase: ‘speaking 
truth to power’. However, they had each been judgemental about the other 
based on their own past experience of also being negatively judged. Each felt 
their knowledge and experience in Quakers was not being appreciated; one 
considered the other not respectful of other people’s input, the other that 
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the Friend didn’t share their own knowledge and experience enough. When 
they came together with a third person in the spirit of Meeting for Worship 
and heard the underlying hurt, the history of each other’s experience and its 
impact, they were able to come to a new understanding and acceptance of 
each other and of themselves.
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5. Holding the inner/contemplative 
with community/social action

This unhelpful paradox is one that many Quakers experience as a tension: Is 
focusing on my inner self and my own spiritual growth sel�sh? Given the 

state of the world, should I not be more active in it? Can being contemplative 
and praying for change work, or is it simply opting out? Sometimes this 
paradox is the one that seems to focus most attention, perhaps because it’s 
the most externally obvious: what are you doing in your life in a culture that 
values doing rather than being. Notice that these are all framed as opposites, 
as clear choices rather than a myriad of possibilities and a balance that will be 
di�erent for each of us.

I want to explore two aspects of this. In coming to know ourselves, it 
helps to be in relationship with others. We grow from being loved, from the 
challenges of loving truthfulness, from being supported through darkness and 
light. My own sense is that the vast majority of us value some kind of mutual 
community engagement; it nurtures us, and we nurture the community. We 
need though to hold this tension; as well as engaging in community, we need 
time to be with our own individual spiritual journey—the unique challenges 
that come from understanding who we are and the family, community and 
society that has formed us. One of my favourite stories related to this paradox 
is that of the rainmaker:

A Chinese village is besieged by drought and unless there is rain 
quite quickly the village is going to starve to death. �ey have tried 
everything they know. �ey tried all the local people, so they �nally 
decide to send at a great distance for the famous rainmaker. He 
consents to come and arrives at the village. He asks immediately 
please build me a straw hut outside the village and give me �ve 
days of food and water and don’t disturb me. �ey do this and on 
the fourth day it rains just in time to save the village.

�e villagers go to the hut and drag the man out blinking into the 
light, give him his fee and pour all the gifts they can upon him, 
an enormous outpouring of gratitude for he had indeed saved the 
village. One man came to him and said how do you do it, what is 
the ceremony you can do that makes it rain? And the rainmaker 
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said ‘Oh, you must understand, you see when I came to your village 
I was so out of sorts inside myself that I had to put things right 
inside me and I never got to the rainmaker ceremony’.15

Part of what I �nd moving is the rainmaker’s clarity about being ‘out of 
sorts’ and the e�ect that it has on what he does. He doesn’t pretend that he 
is really all right and strong enough to keep going no matter what. He has 
enough humility to know that he needs to pay attention to his spiritual self, to 
work on himself internally before he can do anything about the drought. He 
is also able to ask for what he needs. Most of us usually have some sense of 
when we are not right within but can struggle to name this. Alternatively, we 
don’t see that we are depleted and what we need to do.

�e rainmaker story reinforces the value of community: the villagers 
represent a community that works well. Your preferred community is not 
necessarily geographic, although it may be. Ideally, communities are places 
of belonging, of mutual support and constructive challenge, where your spirit 
can be nurtured. It may or may not be a Meeting for Worship or other faith 
tradition. Many of us now would see ourselves as part of more than one 
community, and being intentional about this helps. Not all communities are 
life-enhancing, and it can take work to �nd or create ones that are. Drew and 
I live in a small intentional community that provides much support for us. 
Sometimes this has been painful; we have talked about this as being the dark 
clouds above the house we share. Being vulnerable to others in this way leads 
to deeper understanding and acceptance of self and others: that what was 
experienced as annoying can instead be understood as just simply di�erence 
and, in fact, helpful di�erence.

Being part of communities that are loving and truthfully nurturing helps 
us to get the balance right between focusing inwardly and focusing outwardly. 
How do we express our spiritual selves in the world around us? Some would 
see contemplation, prayer and creativity as forces for good in changing the 
world. Others would believe that change can only occur through more explicit 
social and/or political action. �is can easily become an unhelpful division 
rather than a complementary and mutually enhancing way of being and 
acting. Advices and queries number thirty-nine:

Do you uphold those who are acting under concern, even if their 
way is not yours? Can you lay aside your own wishes and prejudices 
while seeking with others to �nd God’s will for them?16

Others focus on how the inner and outer interact. Jenny Spinks suggests that 
it is in being our ‘true selves’, listening to the promptings of the Spirit and 
making change in our own lives that we can bring about wider change, if we 
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live a ‘life that �ows with the Spirit of creation’.17 Certainly, in my experience, 
when I am not right within myself, I am more likely to cause con�ict in the 
world. When I am right within, attuned to my spiritual self, I am able to be 
and act in ways that are more life-enhancing for me and for others. I am more 
likely to achieve some of the changes that I believe will contribute to life-
giving social and community change.

Early in my experience of Friends, I went to Redland Meeting, in Bristol, 
and was impressed by the desire of a group of Friends to combine a worshipful 
approach to life with social activism, particularly related to peace and social 
justice. I was involved in anti-nuclear activities outside Meeting, but I liked 
how Quakers sought to reach agreement about ways of peace-making, which 
involved marches and protests, and a silent vigil combined with fasting for 
a week. I resonated with the way people used silence to ground themselves 
before discussion and to resolve the inevitable di�erences about what we 
should do and how we should do it. It seemed we could then act from a 
deeper, more connected and ultimately more e�ective place.
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Part 2: What helps with living 
life in union with spirit?
I now want to turn to what can foster living in union with spirit, engaging 

with the aspects of the spiritual journey we have explored, asking what 
fosters a more ful�lling, �ourishing and integrated way of living?  Much of 
this relates to paying attention to what is happening internally, but it also 
relates to taking action to nurture our spiritual selves and asking for what 
we need. �is might include commitment to attending Meeting for Worship 
or to your own regular spiritual practice. We are also fortunate in Australia 
to have programs like those o�ered at Silver Wattle and through Meeting 
for Learning as well as many activities in Quaker Meetings and other faith 
communities. Most of us can also access those who are skilled and experienced 
in facilitating the spiritual journey.

What helps nurture you spiritually is likely to be both individual and 
collective, and the balance will depend on knowing who you are. What is 
nurturing will also change over time. A signi�cant, surprising change for me 
was �nding how much I was nurtured spiritually by walking in the forest 
near where I live; the physical act somehow freed my spiritual self to surface 
concerns, meaning, sometimes even sudden clarity about how to respond or 
act, a sense of joy or liberation. Now I build this walking practice into how I 
live my life. Paying attention to what nurtures you is the key here, asking what 
nurtures me, what gives me life, brings me joy, energises me? What practices help 
me to become clear?

I am not suggesting this is easy. Henri Nouwen, after being in a 
monastery for many months, writes of his struggle with sorting the stones 
from the wheat used to make bread. He wants this to be a spiritual practice 
but wrestles with his boredom and frustration at the task, until he can laugh at 
this reaction.18 Some of the best gifts of our spiritual journey come unbidden, 
like my experience as a ten-year old. We need to have gratitude for these 
gifts, to notice and appreciate them, to continue to savour and learn from 
them. More often, we have to work actively and accept periods of barrenness 
and doubt where the Spirit is elusive, like Parker Palmer’s experience with 
depression. Sometimes, for example, it can feel as if we sit through many times 
of meditation or Meeting for Worship and feel unmoved. �en suddenly, 
unexpectedly, something shifts and we feel deeply connected to Spirit.
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Being active and committed to spiritual practice is central to nurturing 
your spiritual journey. What form this takes will depend very much on you 
and to being open to what emerges. You could think about the image of a 
house as your Spirit; ask what are the foundations, what are the pillars that 
support the roof, what provides shelter? What is �xed, and what might change over 
time? Advices and queries number seven:

Be aware of the spirit of God at work in the ordinary activities 
and experiences of your daily life. Spiritual learning continues 
throughout life, and often in unexpected ways. �ere is inspiration 
to be found all around us, in the natural world, in the sciences and 
arts, in our work and friendships, in our sorrows as well as our joys. 
Are you open to new light, from whatever source it may come? Do 
you approach new ideas with discernment?19

How then do we �nd our own ways forward?
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1. �e power of silence

Drew Lawson writes:

Silence is not absence, it is deeper connectedness, it is the fullness 
of God. Silence forms community, brings an awareness of others 
in di±culty, brings an awareness of our reality, of being loved 
unconditionally. In Silence we are given a heightened awareness 
of creation, of our true self and of the Divine. In Silence our 
goodness is revealed to us, our brokenness too—but this is the 
lesser. Mainly it is the unconditional Love of God that is revealed, 
God’s unconditional Love for us, and God’s invitation to live in 
that love.20

Silence is at the heart of all we are and, hopefully, all that we do. Even those 
of us who are more extraverted and who �nd our way to Spirit through music 
or actively being with people need to recognise the centrality of inner stillness. 
Some people can reach this place no matter what is happening externally. For 
others, being in a quiet place is a vital part of this. I can feel the strength of 
Spirit in my workplace, particularly in facilitating classes and workshops with 
a sense of vocation. To nurture this, though, I also need times of utter silence; 
I love the quiet of the Australian bush, the echoing silence. It nurtures my 
Spirit, enabling me to be grounded in Spirit in the external world. Quakers 
recognise this, which is why our worship is essentially silent unless someone 
is moved by Spirit to speak.

For some people, silence is a fearful place, where their anxieties, concerns, 
painful memories and grief can arise more easily. Our culture discourages 
being silent, perhaps because of this. What we can come to know is that silence 
is also a place of healing. For some people, it helps to locate where Spirit is in 
their body, for others it helps to think about this in a more metaphorical way. 
Bill Taber, a Friend from Ohio Yearly Meeting (Conservative), suggests Spirit 
is like having a living stream, a river constantly running through you or with 
you. Whenever we pay attention to that stream, we realise that it is there. �e 
trouble, he suggests, is that we forget to dip our toes in.21 Similarly, a Meeting 
for Learning participant, Diana Campbell wrote:

Yesterday was a workshop day and so I wasn’t able to walk the 
Labyrinth in the morning. It was a very busy day and I thought 
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that, when I returned to the Labyrinth this morning, that it would 
take me a good bit of time to centre down and get grounded 
again. To my delight I immediately felt the profound stillness 
of the sense that I have identi�ed as resting in Spirit. I had not 
been disconnected from it by all the busyness. I was not aware of 
it when involved in the busyness and yet it was clearly with me 
anyway. �is is something I hope will continue to be and become 
always so accessible to me when I do focus and become aware. To 
know that I am deeply connected and resting in Spirit and that 
I can go there in a moment on a conscious level when I need to, 
but also to trust that I am there the rest of the time—I will be 
open to guidance by Spirit at any time—[a]ble to hear the nudges, 
promptings and leadings of the Spirit because I am resting in it 
even in my busyness.22

Advices and queries number three:

Do you try to set aside times of quiet for openness to the Holy 
Spirit? All of us need to �nd a way into silence, which allows us 
to deepen our awareness of the divine and �nd the inward source 
of our strength. Seek to know an inward stillness, even amid the 
activities of daily life. Do you encourage in yourself and in others 
a habit of dependence on God’s guidance for each day? Hold 
yourself and others in the Light, knowing that all are cherished 
by God.23

�is advice encourages us to set aside time for being silent, in order to 
�nd that inner quiet or stillness, the internal source of our strength. �is 
means paying attention to this inner place in ourselves. Ideally, this becomes 
so much part of who we are that we come from that place no matter what we 
are doing. Marian James writes:

�e Way of Silence

I trust what comes out of the silence
With a naïve trust that it will be the truth
and that it can’t hurt me.

It isn’t about words, my own or others.
�e silence will present challenges.
I will need to wait and be inactive
I will need to sit with resistance
To pray and walk
And draw and write
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To expect challenges will be presented
To remember that any challenges have been presented by God
and so I will be ready for them.

�e silence is not able to betray me
Not able to lose me
It is a gift—a path that leads to the Truth
�e gift of knowing how the world is made anew every day.24

Silent worship of course is fundamental to who Quakers are and how 
we practice. �is is where community can help in the spiritual journey. �e 
Meeting as a whole can centre and be deeply held by spirit, even if some of us 
are struggling. �is fosters everyone feeling more connected to Spirit.

With Quakers at Redland Meeting in Bristol, I was attracted to 
the experience of Meeting for Worship as a quiet, worshipful place. I had 
increasingly struggled with the amount of words and action in services in my 
previous faith tradition. In Meeting for Worship, I relished the peaceful way 
of being though I often struggled to settle into the silence. �is was reinforced 
for me by an experience early in my time there. I had arrived late at Meeting, 
and given I have an aversion to being late, I wondered if I should just wait until 
people came out. I was encouraged though, to go in with other latecomers 
and found myself enveloped in a deep silence that was palpable, nurturing 
and grounding. Previously, when I had been part of the process of the silence 
deepening, I had been less aware of it and had had trouble becoming part of 
it, but coming into the established silence was breath-taking. �at experience 
sensitised me to what silence could be and how life a±rming it felt. David 
Parris’s experience shows how the silence of Meeting for Worship can also be a 
place to wrestle with what needs to emerge:

�e Spirit speaking Truth to me through a faithful Friend
I enter the silence and wait for the light.
�ere is only darkness. �en slowly a swirling kaleidoscope of dark sepia
shards. I try to bring them together, to make sense of them, but fear stops me.
I try to force colour on them to make them less bleak, less fearsome. But only
strong colours appear. Deep blues and purples, crimsons and dark swirling
reds.
I dare not steady them and make sense of them because I know that if I 
do, what I will see will be too awful. 

Too awful to see, too awful to face. Carcasses
rotting in the sun; the shame of poverty.
But even worse than that, even worse.
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�e spirit speaks to me through another Friend:
�at thing you fear so much.

It is not revolting.
It is not disgusting.
It is pain.25

Advices and queries number nine:

Worship is our response to an awareness of God. We can worship 
alone, but when we join with others in expectant waiting we may 
discover a deeper sense of God’s presence. We seek a gathered 
stillness in our Meetings for Worship so that all may feel the 
power of God’s love drawing us together and leading us.26
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2. Place, space and the physical 
relationship to spirit

First Nations communities have much to teach us about the 
interconnectedness of all things. Mary Graham says:

For Aboriginal people, the land is the great teacher, it not only 
teaches us how to relate to it, but to each other, it suggests a notion 
of caring for something outside ourselves, something that is and of 
nature and that will exist for all time.27

And, further:

Aboriginal logic maintains that there is no division between the 
observing mind and anything else: there is no ‘external world’ to 
inhabit. �ere are distinctions between the physical and spiritual, 
but these aspects of existence continually interpenetrate each 
other.28

We need to heed this wisdom to pay attention to the physical world, the 
environment in which we live, our embodied selves. Being conscious of our 
physical being and the world around us can mean we are more fully engaged 
in seeking and �nding Spirit. �e physical act of moving to a di�erent space 
for silent worship or prayer or for walking meditation, experiencing singing, 
gardening or cooking as a form of worship, can all mirror the inner stilling 
of readiness to listen to or act from Spirit. For many of us, it helps to think 
about experiencing Spirit physically as part of who we are, not separate from 
our embodied self. You could think about this as where do I physically experience 
Spirit? For example, when making decisions or seeking ways forward, where 
is the presence of God in me? For me this has usually been my gut, but I have 
had experiences of feeling the Spirit �ood my body and �ow out through my 
hands.

We also need to name the connections between our spiritual selves and 
the environments we live in, our sense of place and what it means for us. First 
Nations wisdom would suggest that part of knowing yourself is recognising 
which land is sacred to you and what it means to be with that land. Mishel 
McMahon, a Yorta Yorta woman, suggests we need to develop relatedness 



26

with the whole lifeworld entities of Country and the spirit world, our 
Ancestors, our family. �is is not necessarily land that you were born in or live 
in but the land that resonates with you, that feeds your soul. It is important 
to ask about your connection to place and space: what gives you that sense of 
being nourished? It might be river country with big red gums or rocky, hilly 
landscapes overlooking the sea or �at, open country where you can see into 
the far distance.29 Awareness of this nourishment encourages a mutual way of 
being with the land, of living in ways that are environmentally harmonious. 
Drew Lawson writes:

I am able to see and feel
the energy in everything

rock, twig, plant, stone,
   tree, sentient beings

I can see the Divine30

I want to acknowledge here that part of the created world is what people 
have created. You may have chosen where you live because the building as 
well as the garden or surrounding landscape nurtures your spirit. For some, 
connections with an urban landscape, with a particular built neighbourhood, 
evokes a sense of transcendence related to community or shared values. 
Some people are starting to seek ways of living and housing that nurture 
their spirit. Others might seek to live in apartments for mutual support, a 
shared communal space for coming together socially and a shared laundry for 
ecological reasons.

Much of this is about awareness and intentionality. �ere may be a 
particular space or things in your house that foster your Spirit, something that 
you �nd inspiring or grounding that may have been made by you or someone 
else: a painting, photograph or ceramic. Physical relationships with those you 
love, people, plants and animals, can also connect you to spirit in mutually 
enhancing ways. Other physical activities too may do this. Part of a poem by 
Robin Sinclair written during Meeting for Learning illustrates this. Robin is 
writing about (the many) birds that shared our space:

Not far from where I sit and write and think
under a venerable tamarisk
a bird is perching on the fence.
Unremarkable and slight, it treats my casual interest
with indi�erence. And then it hops and bobs and turns –
a crimson �ash of startlement!
A red-capped robin. Flick! He’s gone.
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Each one of these is perfectly evolved to �ll its niche.
People are di�erent and �t in more awkwardly.
Down here on the ground
we human beings slowly pace
and think and write and meditate,
trying to �nd our path.
And all these things �ow into us:
the sunlit sky, the cooling night,
the comforting unfolding dark,
the air that’s heavy with the scent of eucalypt and honey;
and the warm concern of all of us
for all of us,
reaching out arms to hold each other up.

We �nd the Spirit here.

And underneath it all,
the orchestration of the birds.31
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3. Qualities

This brings me to exploring some of the qualities or attitudes of the 
spiritual life: deep listening with openness, humility/vulnerability, and 

courage to ask for what you need.

Deep listening with openness
Advices and queries number two begins:

Bring the whole of your life under the ordering of the spirit of 
Christ. Are you open to the healing power of God’s love? Cherish 
that of God within you so that this love may grow in you and 
guide you.

Much of what I have said suggests the spiritual journey is about listening 
with openness, with receptiveness to Spirit, and paying attention to what is 
within and without to deepen your inner awareness. �is is partly about taking 
time to listen to ourselves, to what Spirit or the inner light is conveying to us, 
taking seriously the messages from God, our inner landscape. �ese may come 
from something only we can experience—an image in prayer, a sudden clarity, 
a voice, dreams and visions. Miriam Rose Ungunmerr-Baumann writes that 
First Nations people call this dadirri, which recognises the deep spring that 
is inside us. We call on it and it calls to us. �is is the gift that Australia is 
thirsting for. It is something like what you call “contemplation”.32 

She also points out the need for patience in waiting:

We wait on God, too. His time is the right time. We wait for him 
to make his Word clear to us. We don’t worry. We know that in 
time and in the spirit of dadirri (that deep listening and quiet 
stillness) his way will be clear.33

Messages from Spirit can also come from our interactions with the world; 
the environment we live in; our family, friends, community; the society in 
which we live; and, increasingly, the global nature of our experience of life. 
Mishel McMahon would say we need to use deep re�ective listening through 
relatedness with the whole lifeworld: Ancestors, Country, waterways, skies, 
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animals, plants, the elements and community.34

We also need to be open to listening deeply to others, ideally in a way 
that honours how this bene�ts us, the people we are listening to and the 
communities in which we live. Truly spirit-based listening is hard work, 
because it isn’t simply about giving ideas and responses; it is about dwelling 
with the person where they are and hearing beyond words to the spirit of 
what they are saying and of their spiritual being. Such listening opens out a 
relationship, deepening understanding of the other and of ourselves.

Humility and vulnerability
Listening in this way implies attitudes of humility and vulnerability. What 
I mean by humility is being open to the wisdom of others, rather than 
assuming your way is the right way. One of the more challenging aspects of 
growing spiritually is acknowledging your imperfections and limitations, the 
unhelpful assumption and judgements you make. �e naming of these opens 
up possibilities for change. �is is a form of being vulnerable, being open to 
seeing that there are more ways than your way. Somehow, the humility of 
accepting your limitations is freeing. �e other aspect is how humbled or awed 
we feel as a result of receiving the blessings of Spirit. Our giftedness becomes 
more apparent as we acknowledge and dismantle our limitations.

Courage to ask for what we need
Related to humility and vulnerability is being willing to ask for what we need. 
�is is one of the hardest aspects of the spiritual journey for many people. In 
the Meeting for Learning Program, we ask people to �nd a support group of 
about four people who will meet with them approximately monthly to actively 
foster their learning throughout the year before the next retreat. Most people 
struggle with the idea of asking people to give time to focus solely on them. 
Where does this reluctance come from? As a society, we stress independence 
and privacy, being self-reliant. Currently, the emphasis is even greater on 
presenting a positive, achieving façade. It’s challenging to admit that we 
have struggles, feel inadequate and could bene�t from the loving and bracing 
support of others. Individual family norms can strengthen such assumptions 
as: you can do this on your own, you shouldn’t need to ask for help, and so on. 
Moving beyond this leads to the next aspect of the spiritual life: recognising 
gifts and using them.
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4. Recognising gifts and using them

Advices and queries number twenty-nine:

Live adventurously. When choices arise, do you take the way 
that o�ers the fullest opportunity for the use of your gifts in the 
service of God and the community? Let your life speak. Where 
decisions have to be made are you ready to join with others in 
seeking clearness, asking for God’s guidance and o�ering counsel 
to one another? 35

�is advice is encouraging us to use our gifts: implicit in this, is being aware 
of what these gifts are. Coming to know yourself deeply means accepting the 
gifts you have as well as recognising what you want and/or need to develop. 
For many of us, accepting our gifts is harder than seeing our limitations; it 
is like learning a new language. In a class I run, I ask students to list ten of 
their gifts or what they value about themselves. If they are really struggling, 
I suggest thinking about what other people might value about them, what 
people might say at their funeral. Many still struggle, and when we explore 
why they are struggling, they name family as in�uential. Family members do 
not expect to name what is valued but rather what needs to change. �ey also 
name the tall poppy syndrome implicit in Australian culture: people should 
not ‘big note’ themselves.

What is experienced as a gift to one person may be a challenge to another. 
One person’s gift for organisational detail may be seen by another as irritating; 
alternatively, a person’s capacity to generate new possibilities for action might 
be seen by another as frustratingly unrealistic. Calvi suggests that sometimes 
we may miss the subtlety of a particular gift:

If we try to be too particular in seeking understanding of having 
a gift, we may miss the broad scope a gift may o�er. We may 
frustrate ourselves by asking for a job description when what we 
really need to learn next is a change of tone.36

Finding a vocation is another way people think about this; not just 
a vocation in the sense of work. Alphonso asks, what is my life vocation? 
What is my fundamental way of being or orientation to the world, my being 
vocation as opposed to my doing vocation? Am I essentially a person who has 
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the capacity to be present, to sit with others; am I someone whose vocation 
is to be practical or to inspire others to see the world di�erently?37 �is opens 
up possibilities for how this can then be expressed. One participant after 
Meeting for Learning said:

�rough building a connection with the Spirit in myself and 
others, I was prompted to share my gifts. I felt led to discover my 
voice in singing, in ministry, in leading epilogue and in facilitating 
a massage and gentle exercise time.38

A useful question, then, might be where are my gifts and energies best used? 
Some might seek change in relationships, others change in community, and 
broader. �e question is what is life-enhancing here? How can I use my gifts to 
bring about great �ourishing for myself and for others? �e next question then is 
how do we do this: how do we discern the way forward?
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5. Active discernment

If you are seeking to live your life in union with Spirit, this means constant 
discerning of where you are being led and paying attention to your inner self 

for clarity about the way forward. �is might mean asking yourself questions 
such as where am I being led? Where is God for me here? What is being asked of 
me? Where am I most fully myself ? How do I make sure that I am being led by 
Spirit and not by my own ego or my own desires or fears? Quakers use the word 
‘leading’ a lot. Others might ask what am I being called to? Both have a sense 
of yearning for me, the desire to follow Spirit, if we could only work out what 
that means.

Engaging with these questions can mark moving from seeing Meeting 
for Worship as something you do—that is, a time of the week that you devote 
to the spiritual experience—to living your life in union with Spirit. �e 
hope in the spiritual journey is that your ability to do this will grow so that 
discernment of Spirit becomes integral to who you are. Helen Bayes says:

Discernment is the conscious, prayerful discipline we can (must, 
in fact) follow to �nd clarity about openings, di�erent paths or 
timing, and to guard against self-interest on the one hand and 
human scepticism on the other. It is about paying attention to 
God’s guidance, not about taking control ourselves.39

Sometimes we assume that discernment is only about the bigger 
decisions of life: should I change jobs, move house, commit to a new relationship? 
It can seem to be a matter of deciding between a right and wrong or good 
and bad decision, but it can often be between two goods. One of my hardest 
discernments was deciding which of the things I loved to do had to go; 
there were simply too many of them. �e processes can apply usefully to all 
aspects of life. Ideally, this would be so much a part of who we are that we 
would almost do it without needing to make a conscious decision. Smaller 
discernments can �t into larger ones. You might, for example, have decided as 
part of your commitment to simplicity to live in a more sustainable way. You 
feel a sense of rightness about this decision. �is is followed though by daily 
small discernments: what do I eat? Do I drive or ride my bicycle? Do I not have a 
cup of co¤ee because I forgot my reusable cup?

Drew Lawson has looked at the traditional Quaker ways of wrestling 
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with discernment. He suggests four categories that I �nd helpful.40 First, there 
is the bother: I have a sense of unease about something, perhaps I should be 
doing something about it or I should be getting other people to see that this 
needs to be done. ‘Should’ words are a good sign that it is a bother, rather than 
a leading. Next is a leading, a call from God that is accepted and acted upon, 
a calm willingness to take a risk even if I feel some trepidation. �is might 
be something simple, like ministering in Meeting for Worship or taking on a 
task in Meeting. A greater degree of leading is a concern, a call from God that 
requires me to change my way of living. �is has a greater degree of certainty 
and often joy and clarity, which may be combined with some doubt. Finally, 
a necessity is an insistent call about which I have no choice, which becomes 
an integral part of life, something necessary for life. Sometimes what starts as 
a bother or a concern can become a necessity: daily spiritual practice might 
begin as something I feel I should do, become something I feel I need to do, 
develop into something that enhances my life and �nally becomes something 
I can’t live without.

Often a leading has a feeling of inner rightness about it. When I look 
back over my working life, I can see that, when I paid attention to this, I took 
on work that was much more satisfying and in tune with my spiritual self. I 
was fortunate early in my life that such jobs just appeared. �en I was in a job 
that ended before I was ready: there was a change of government, and the new 
government didn’t see the relevance of consumer advocacy. I was very grateful 
to be o�ered a new job in an agency that philosophically seemed to �t with 
my values. Over time, though, I came to realise that I didn’t have that sense 
of inner rightness there; I had taken the job in �ight rather than taking time 
to discern. �e work itself was worthwhile and valued, but it wasn’t the right 
place for me. Fortunately, another job opened up, which did have that feeling 
of inner rightness. We don’t always have that choice, but perhaps we would 
do so more often if we asked the question: is this �tting with where I am led?

What does this sense of inner rightness or clarity of discernment feel like? 
It isn’t the same for everyone, and you need to tune into how this is expressed 
for you. Generally, the kind of feeling is of dawning clarity or certainty, even 
if it is intermittently clouded by doubts. It might be reinforced by a physical 
sense of relief, of your body relaxing, or of an a±rming weightiness in your 
abdomen or heart. You might feel �lled with joy or exhilaration. If it isn’t 
a leading, on the other hand, you are more likely to feel a sense of anxiety, 
irritation or doubt, unease or discomfort; you might physically feel restless, 
tired or lacking in energy.

We are fortunate as Quakers to have helpful processes related to 
discernment: we practice this collectively in Business Meetings seeking ways 
forward. We talk about seeking the movement of the spirit, a±rming that this 
is a useful and valid way to make decisions. �is enables movement beyond 
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the either/or of much decision-making to more transformative choices. �ese 
processes can be used in Clearness Meetings, where a group discerns together 
the way forward about a particular question, issue or con�ict for an individual, 
group or community. For individual Clearness Meetings, people can choose 
who they think will be most helpful. Making these work comes back to 
knowing yourself, being able to see what your preferences and reactions are 
and not imposing them on others. �is can be di±cult to do: we can be so sure 
about what would be better for the Meeting or for the person. A Clearness 
Meeting works best when the person is helped by the group in the spirit of 
Meeting for Worship, so that the questions they ask and comments they make 
are Spirit led, rather than ego led.
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6. Being intentional: Connecting with 
spirit

This brings me full circle to saying that each of us needs to know ourselves 
in the things that are eternal, to recognise what particularly feeds our 

soul and to be actively engaged in what fosters our spiritual life. I used to have 
the naïve view that if I attended Quaker Meeting for Worship and followed 
leadings, all would be well in my spiritual life. While I had indeed experienced 
times of darkness, I had always felt that God was present. In my mid-thirties, 
for a mix of reasons—a combination of what was happening at work and in 
our small community—I felt I had lost my way. Part of what emerged was the 
need to be more intentional about nurturing my spiritual being.

�ere are many ways to do this, and many people have written about 
them, so I will explore some only brie�y here. Returning to where I began 
this lecture, what is important is to know yourself and to be open to how your 
spiritual journey will change over time. What is consistent is the need to be 
faithful and actively intentional. We know that to do any other aspect of our 
life well, we need to learn and to practise. Spiritual strength, spiritual muscles 
also need development and work to be maintained and extended.

So what might some of these be?
A common theme in the spiritual life is the intentional use of journals. 

Howard Brinton points out that Quakers have frequently used religious 
autobiography, usually called a ‘journal’ to write about their spirituality, given 
that it is based on personal experience rather than formal creeds.41 You can 
use journaling as a way of paying attention, ideally something that only 
you will read unless you choose otherwise. Such writing can help clarify 
understanding, remind you of learning, and be a space to name what you 
might be uncomfortable about saying to someone else. Catherine Heywood 
decided to use journaling as way of paying more attention to her experience 
in Meeting for Worship:

I am struck now by what I knew then, without realising it. I am 
also struck by the power of this re�ective journaling which enables 
the hidden to become more accessible. … When I re-read this next 
extract from my journal, I wondered how I could have forgotten it, 
for the experience was very powerful.42
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Obviously, you can journal about anything, so I have started with this because 
you can then apply it to all of the other possible ways of being intentional.

A second theme is committing yourself to attending workshops or 
activities that you think may in�uence your spiritual journey or that you feel 
nudged to go to even if you aren’t sure why. Sometimes this might require you 
to generate the kind of activities or engagement that you need with others. 

My youth group experience was signi�cant for my spiritual development: 
I could see that I was better at some things than others. It wasn’t a competitive 
environment; the culture was one of acceptance of di�erences that contributed 
to a positive sense of myself. In my late teens, I went to a weekend focused 
on understanding yourself from a spiritual perspective. To my surprise, people 
who seemed much older and wiser than I was (probably in their thirties!) 
talked about their vulnerabilities, limitations, and regrets about opportunities 
missed. �is was an eye-opener for me, the kind of experience we all need to 
recognise that we all struggle.

In Australia, we have Quaker Learning Australia with the Meeting 
for Learning Program, and Silver Wattle o�ers a wide range of retreats or 
workshops that meet di�ering spiritual needs and preferences. Other faith 
traditions also o�er teachings and retreats: for example, Buddhist meditation, 
Catholic, silent and led retreats. More people are now o�ering some kind 
of spiritual guidance or spiritual direction. Making an active commitment 
to these can be a signi�cant internal shift in commitment to union with 
spirit. Because there is such a wide variety, you can choose what feels right 
for where you are at a particular time. �is can mean overcoming your own 
internal expectations of being able to do this for yourself and recognising the 
experience and wisdom of others. Jim Newell, a Victorian Friend, used to say 
that Quakers welcome you in and assume you will know how to worship. �is 
can re�ect our unwillingness, David Johnson suggests, 

to give over, to submit to any person in their spiritual growth even 
for a time, as if it is not possible to use someone else’s experience 
and knowledge and one’s own discernment to test for the Spirit.43

Sometimes you need to be active or intentional in creating the kinds 
of opportunities you need. For example, as relatively isolated Friends, Drew 
and I were once part of a group of nine people that had a �fteen-minute 
Meeting for Worship at a set time each night. �is was important, I think, 
for all of us to feel connected in the Spirit. Initiating an annual weekend 
primarily for Friends from rural Meetings was also a signi�cant aspect of us 
feeling linked to Friends and to deepening our spiritual journey. For others, 
this might be about forming a spiritual friendship, committing to meeting 
regularly to worship together and/or to explore where they are with Spirit. 
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It might be about organising a midweek Meeting for Worship for those who 
want to meet more often or about �nding a support group for seeking socially 
just change.

Some experiences that you feel led to may appear tangential to the spiritual 
journey, but anything that fosters knowing yourself more deeply is a part of 
this. I found it very helpful to attend workshops on personality di�erence. 
Margaret Dwyer, a Sister of Charity, led workshops on Myers Briggs typology, 
including how personality connected to preferred ways of worshipping.44 �e 
aim was deeper acceptance of the self as part of moving to wholeness. �is 
typology made sense to me; what a relief it was to discover that my need for 
quiet and to read to regenerate was now wholly understandable and could 
be guilt free! �is was reinforced later when I completed an Enneagram 
workshop with Margaret. �is again meant sitting with who am I, where do I 
�t here? How can I recognise and name what is distinct about me, though of course 
shared to some degree with others? Part of the challenge of the Enneagram is 
that it requires you to identify your particular Achilles heel, the aspect of you 
that is often your downfall in relationships—for example, seeking perfection 
or avoiding decisions.

Some people feel that such typologies are based on psychology rather 
than spiritually based. However, people such as Margaret Dwyer point out 
that the spiritual life is about accepting not only the gifts and strengths 
we have from who we are but also the challenges and limitations. To grow 
spiritually, we need to recognise and a±rm both; and such typologies can help 
make these conscious. 

Although the aim is to live all of life in union with Spirit, in moving 
towards achieving this aim it is important to commit to regular spiritual 
practice, preferably daily. For some people, this might be daily prayer or 
meditation, whether sitting or walking. I have known people to get up before 
sunrise and walk on the beach to begin the day from Spirit or to use the time 
before children were up to sit in a favoured space in their house or garden 
to meditate. Others use painting or drawing: Wilma Davidson attended a 
contemplative retreat where a participant mentioned painting a mandala a 
day. Wilma started this activity at a Meeting for Learning retreat, and the 
practice grew, so that she made mandala cards for people at signi�cant points 
in their lives. She says:

In the making of these cards I felt more like the channel than the 
creator. �e feeling I had was that same feeling suggested to be 
applied to spoken ministry—that we ‘can’t not’ share our ministry. 
�e whole process was to me a truly mystical experience. And not 
only is it such fun, but I come away at the end of a painting session 
feeling peaceful and complete. 45
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When you start a spiritual practice, be realistic; don’t say you will do 
thirty minutes if you know you are likely to do only �ve. Build up over time 
rather than start too optimistically and have it not work.

Next, pay attention to what happens for you in other unconscious ways. 
Carl Jung’s book Memories, Dreams and Re�ections explores how each of these 
can bring to awareness something in�uencing you unconsciously.46 Dreams 
continue to give me useful information about what I am really feeling or 
where I am being led. At one stage in my working life, I was o�ered the 
chance to act in a senior role while my manager was away for several months. 
I dreamed that I had arrived in prison, and the prison governor, someone I 
had worked with previously, greeted me enthusiastically in my new role as a 
prisoner. He told me he had arranged for me to work in the prison library 
because I loved to read. I was grateful but still uncomfortable being in prison. 
As I explored this dream, I realised it was telling me that this senior role would 
feel like being in prison. Some things I liked about the role—symbolised by 
the library—but nonetheless, it would still feel like a prison. �is clari�ed for 
me the ‘shoulds’ I had about the job: I should be grateful to be considered; I should 
be willing to help out. I suggested that two of us could share the role, and that 
felt manageable for us both.

Like David Parris, I do also occasionally have experiences in Meeting 
for Worship that bring to the light something that needs to be noticed: a 
memory, a feeling or a thought that is uncomfortable, or the challenge of 
accepting a quality I haven’t recognised. Being held in the silence of Meeting 
can be a very powerful place to allow these to emerge and perhaps move to a 
new place of acceptance or understanding.

At other times, it is possible to have an image arise while you are doing 
something else, such as walking through the bush or gardening, or suddenly 
a feeling of certainty or clarity is present, sometimes quite physically. I 
occasionally hear what I experience as the voice of God or Spirit, sometimes in 
Meeting for Worship, but more often when walking in nature. Sometimes this 
is prompted by walking with a question or walking when I am conscious that 
a question is �oating around for me. Others have visions of religious �gures or 
of the cosmos, which can be very dramatic—sometimes to ensure that we take 
heed of them. �ese can feel alarming: our culture is so much about rationality 
that suddenly hearing a voice or being dazzled by an image can be troubling. 
It is useful to ask yourself, is this helpful for my spiritual self; is this illuminating 
in some way or even simply reassuring or comforting? Not everything can be 
explained rationally, and not everything is clear immediately. Sometimes you 
are presented with something that you simply have to sit with. Journaling 
about this, including making images, can help you engage with the experience. 
Again, this is not a process that occupies only your rational self; you might 
usefully take this into prayer or meditation.
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Another sign of the unconscious can be your reaction to others: a strong 
reaction is often a sign that there is something for you to learn about yourself. 
It is useful to ask what is going on here? Why am I feeling irritated, annoyed, 
puzzled? Again, you can journal about this or take it into Meeting for Worship 
or your own prayer or mediation time.

Embedding the spiritual in the everyday is part of this. Drew Larson 
writes:

may I engage in the everyday
as part of my spiritual practice.47

We inhabit a world generally not attuned to the spiritual life. Our 
political, cultural and social systems are geared to other norms, whether in 
work or caring for children or others, from what we eat to what clothes we 
can buy and how we deal with our rubbish. If we are aiming to live in union 
with Spirit, there is a sense of constantly having to engage with di�erent 
expectations and to ask how do I engage with these? When do I accept what is or 
change my attitude towards it? And when do I seek to change it? How do I balance 
ensuring that my own wellbeing is cared for while I’m caring for the people and 
environment around me?

Much of this comes back to nurturing your own spiritual self, combined 
with constant discernment, asking, where am I now? How do I express this 
now? Am I coming from a grounded place so that my attitude to what I am 
doing is based on my spiritual self ?  It is about moving to the point where 
you see that who you are spiritually is your being self, not simply your doing 
self, the self that you tune into and live from. Small things can help with this, 
provided you are doing the overall work to nurture your self. For example, I 
like to make sure I am grounded before I go to a class. �is often takes a very 
short time: a minute or less. Sometimes if I have been engaged in something 
contentious, it might take longer. It’s about focusing inwardly, letting go of 
what I have been doing and tuning into where I would physically locate my 
spiritual self. I will use the time of walking to a class or, if necessary, make the 
excuse of going to the toilet to ensure a quiet space. People have di�erent ways 
of developing their ability to do this: using a stone in their pocket to remind 
them, having an image on their desk, wearing a ring or bracelet. For some 
people, having a daily practice of meditation or prayer to start the day orients 
them to come from their being self through the day. �e more you practice, 
the more embedded this will become in simply being who you are.

I acknowledge the bridges I have crossed
into new spiritual countries

I will now burn the bridges for there is no going back.48
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I want to �nish by returning to my own spiritual roots with what feels 
like a heartfelt cry from the Celtic book of prayer:

Why is there so little anxiety to get time to pray? Why is there so 
little forethought in the laying out of time and employment so as 
to secure a large portion of each day for prayer? Why is there so 
much speaking, yet so little prayer? Why is there so much running 
to and fro, yet so little prayer? …
In one single quiet hour of prayer [the soul] will often make more 
progress than in days of company with others. It is in the desert 
that dew falls freshest and the air is purest. So with the soul. It is 
when none but God is nigh; … like the desert air in which there 
is mingled no noxious breath of man, surrounds and pervades 
the soul; it is then that the eye gets the clearest, simplest view of 
eternal certainties; it is then that the soul gathers in wondrous 
refreshment and power and energy.
And so it is also in this way that we become truly useful to others. 
It is when coming out fresh from communication with God that 
we go forth to … work successfully.49
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About this lecture

Although originally daunted at being asked to present the 2020 
James Backhouse Lecture to Australian Friends, Fiona Gardner 

came to � nd that the opportunity encouraged her to re� ect more deeply 
on her own journey and what might usefully be shared with others. For 
over twenty years, Fiona has participated in facilitating the Meeting 
for Learning (a year-long program for spiritual nurture, designed to 
explore Spirit and Quaker ways), and lives with her partner in a small 
intentional community that has been a place of spiritual nurture and 
learning.  She has worked as a social worker for many years and now 
as a university teacher, particularly in fostering critical re� ection and 
spirituality for social workers and critical spirituality for pastoral care 
workers. A continuing challenge in her spiritual life has been how to 
integrate her spiritual being in all of these aspects of her life. 

“Why seek to live life in union with Spirit? Such a life, in my 
experience and that of many others, is a fuller, richer, meaning � lled 
and deeper life, connected to that which is eternal. It means moving 
from what is often called the ‘divided life’, beyond opposing forces to 
a place of wholeness, to integrating all of who we are in all that we do. 
To do this means holding together these opposites.”




