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The Quiet Word

Dates and Events
Sunday Meeting for Worship 10:45 at all Leeds Meetings with exception of Ilkley which is
at 10:30am, and fortnightly house Meetings at Otley. If Friends plan to visit please telephone
0113 318 8084 - David Robson - to check venue.
3rd Sunday- Teenagers Meeting 12:15pm talk & lunch at Carlton Hill
4th Sunday Breakfast Meeting – shared breakfast 9am, MforW 9:30am Carlton Hill
LAQM all welcome to Leeds Area Quaker Meeting at Roundhay Quaker Meeting
House, 136 Street Lane on Sunday 8th December at 1.15pm.
Programme
10.45 worship with Roundhay Friends and 12.30pm shared lunch
1.15 Worship
1.30 Speaker: Hilary Brown from Bradford ‘my recent visit to Gaza’
2pm Workshop: ‘Quakers living adventurously in the Digital Age – part 1’
3pm Break
3.15 to 4.15 Business including news from ‘Quaker Life’
4.15 Tea and co-operative juggling with Roundhay Friends
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Quaker Peace & Social Witness Spring Conference 2014
Faith: What’s God got to do with it?
25 January 2014 – Day Conference at Friends House, London. Leeds Area Quaker Meeting
can nominate a Friend to attend this Quaker Committee for Christian & Interfaith Relations
Day Conference.
28–30 March 2014, The Hayes Conference Centre, Swanwick, Derbyshire.
The annual Peace conference gives fairly new to Friends and Quaker Peace & Social Witness
Correspondents an opportunity to learn about the work that Quaker Peace & Social Witness
does in the world on your behalf, how it connects with wider Quaker belief and action. This
year there is a focus on work with those living on the margins in Britain. Further details can
be found at www.quaker.org.uk/qpsw-conferences-and-events. Leeds Area Quaker Meeting
(LAQM) normally sends one or two representatives to this conference (Local Meetings in
Leeds nominate the names of suitable friends to LAQM.)
The QPSW Spring Conference is an ideal opportunity for FAIRLY NEW nb a certain level
of knowledge of Quaker ways and so participants should have been attending meetings for at
least 12 months. The Conference is not an introduction to Quakerism generally and therefore
assumes a level of knowledge about basic structure and business method.
World War I centenary – interactive map: Is your meeting or Quaker group organising an
event to mark the centenary of World War I? Please log it on our online Quaker
map: www.quaker.org.uk/WWImap
We need your help to build a national picture of happenings which give voice to the stories of
conscientious objectors, the tests of faith Quakers faced, the experiences of the Friends
Ambulance Service and Friends Relief Service and Quaker peace efforts then and now.
Share your ideas and let others know what you are planning. Speak to others in your
meeting about whether you could do something to mark Quaker work for peace during 2014–
18.
For more information, contact: Miranda Girdlestone, mirandag@quaker.org.uk 020 7663
1158
www.quaker.org.uk/WWImap
This is probably my last Quiet Word as editor dear Friends, but if you want to keep in touch
with me please drop me a line at punkrainbow@hotmail.co.uk

Yearly Meeting Gathering 2014: Preparing for Yearly
Meeting Gathering
We will gather at the University of Bath from the 2nd to 9th August 2014. Perched atop
a hill overlooking the beautiful Somerset countryside and just outside the historic city of
Bath we will create our community in a spectacular tented village. Bookings will open
in December – see http://quaker.org.uk/ All our meeting rooms, catering and
accommodation are toward the east end of the campus. You'll find that our YMG site is
quite flat and accessible and no more than a couple of hundred yards from one end to the
other.
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Consultation on the revision of Quaker
faith & practice ends 30th Nov. 2013

Every 30 years or so, Quakers in Britain
review the book of discipline - Quaker faith
& practice. We try to ensure that in it is
information about how Quakers in Britain
are organised, descriptions of our history,
and more general guidance, so that it
remains relevant to how Quakers are
together now. We are consulting widely to
find out whether Quakers think that a
review process should begin and, if so, to
help set a context for it. We have different
sets of questions suitable for different
Friends, so please click on the link
http://www.quaker.org.uk/qfpconsult

Quaker Week 2013 – more
than just a week
On Saturday 21 September, 23 Leeds Quakers
enjoyed the LAQM coach trip to the National
Arboretum in Staffordshire and were guided
around the new Quaker Memorial by two
local Quakers. On Saturday 28 September the
Leeds Quaker Cycle Ride ended at Roundhay
where Friends enjoyed the Open Day/Autumn
Fair which attracted 10 visitors and raised in
excess of £100 for St George’s Crypt. On
Sunday 29 September the Harmony Choir,
conducted by Frances Bernstein, came to the
Rawdon Meeting House and led Friends in an
amazing selection of songs and dances for the
benefit of PAFRAS. Quaker Quest at Carlton
Hill on 3 October attracted four new Questers,
as did the session of Quaker Quest on
Saturday 5 October 2013 at Roundhay
Meeting, and this was felt to be a comfortable
number to introduce to Quakers in this way.
The play about Elizabeth Hooton at Ilkley,
also on 5 October, attracted about 35 people,
as did the Amnesty Concert at Rawdon on 6
Oct. where Leeds pianist Julian Cima
delighted the audience. Rawdon Quaker
Meeting was also open on Heritage Open Day

in September, and 31 visitors came!

_____________________________________
The End-of-Life Care Working Party formerly known as Assisted Dying Working Party
(ADWP) We agree to the circulation of a questionnaire by the Working Party and
asked that a copy of an ‘Advanced Directive’ be made available for Friends.
Issues surrounding End of Life Care
We seek opinions and information from Friends to help us with our work.
A questionnaire is available from your local meeting and at www.leedsquakers.org.uk

Please return the final questionnaire by the end of January 2014.
Leeds Area Quaker Meeting End of Life Care Working Party
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Try the Friend for free!

Each week the Friend offers a unique collection of Quaker news, insight and inspiration,
from Britain and around the world. Some say it’s like receiving a little bit of Meeting for
Worship through the letterbox each Thursday. Our aim is to serve the Religious Society of
Friends with a vibrant magazine, engaging with everyone in the Quaker world. We would
like to offer you a free eight-week trial subscription, so you can see for yourself just what we
offer. Simply return the coupon below.
We will send you your own copy of the Friend for you to enjoy and savour. We hope you
will join us as a regular subscriber at only £6.50 a month. Look at what our subscribers are
saying about the Friend
• “The Friend...continues to inform, delight, amuse and occasionally
to challenge or exasperate - thank you.”
• “...an invaluable means of keeping in touch, and of sharing with
others...things that matter to us."
• “I am filled with admiration for the content to which I can relate,
and delighted by the profile it gives...”
• “Now I have had [the Friend] for nearly eight weeks I would not
want to be without it.”
Don’t delay, return this coupon today!
Please send me a free eight-week trial subscription to the Friend
Your name.......................................................................................................................
Address............................................................................................................................
.................................................................................Postcode........................................
Email (should you wish to take an internet subscription in the future):
.........................................................................................................................................
Daytime telephone (for queries only)...........................................................................
Return to: Penny Dunn, The Friend, 173 Euston Road, London NW1 2BJ
UK offer only, expires 31 December 2013. The Friend is a charity, reg. no. 211649.
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Ethical finance: Your Faith Your Finance

How do you use your money? How does it relate to faith? Are you overwhelmed by ethical
complexities? A new website could help. Quaker Peace & Social Witness has worked with
the Ecumenical Council for Corporate Responsibility to produce a website that will help
churches, Quaker meetings and individuals to explore ethical and spiritual questions about
money. The site gives space to varied views and voices, without telling you what to think. It
gives guidance on ethical and theological controversies around banking, investing and
spending. It includes material for group discussions. www.yourfaithyourfinance.org

________________________________________________________
Highlights of Leeds Area Quaker Meeting held 13th October at
Rawdon Quaker Meeting House

Mental Health and Vulnerable Adults
Vicky Ackroyd, a Rawdon Friend based at Purple Patch Arts, led a workshop that helped us
explore our understanding of various aspects of mental ill health. We began with a quiz that
tackled some areas where we lack information or understanding or are liable to make
prejudicial assumptions (for example, how many people have mental health problems at some
point?: (a) 1 in 2; (b) 1 in 4; (c) 1 in 10, where the correct answer is (b); or whether it is true
or false that most violent crimes are committed by people with mental health problems,
where the correct answer is ‘false’). In the next section Vicky outlined three major groups of
mental health issues of lesser or greater severity: (1) neuroses; (2) psychoses; and (3)
personality disorders. We followed this with an exploration (in groups) of six sample case
studies and how we might interpret them broadly in the light of such categories and related
areas; and how we might provide assistance in such cases, if needed. Vicky emphasised how
we are all on a spectrum where mental health is concerned.
The second section of the workshop focused on dementia. Vicky told us about the
funding received from the National Lottery for a project called ‘Changing Minds’. This
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enabled the group to go into five care homes and work with fifty people with dementia. The
aim was to find the joy. In the interaction with people with dementia the aim is to keep
people in the present by (1) exploring their primary theme, which links the past and present
and (2) recognising that feelings are not facts. This was followed by an audio of a collection
of comments made by some people with dementia. Vicky reminded us of what not to say to
people with dementia: (1) do not ask direct questions; (2) listen to the expert, the person with
dementia, and learn from him or her; and (3) do not contradict him or her. The aim of the
project was to give a positive view of dementia. Everyone on the project got a ‘This is me’
box to help facilitate communication. We closed the session by exploring the difficulties of
interacting with people with mental health issues with whom we have an emotional
attachment. We thanked Vicky for leading the workshop and helping us understand the
practical ways that we, both as a group and as individuals, can nurture a positive attitude to
mental health.

_____________________________________
Two Weekends at Woodbrooke

Having never been at Woodbrooke I found myself at the end of September travelling there on
two consecutive weekends. The first was the Quaker Fellowship for Afterlife Studies/Friends
Fellowship of Healing joint conference called Aspects of Healing. The speakers, Anne
Simpson, Jim Pym, Angela Cotter and Clement Jewitt explored the use of visualisation,
colour and sound in healing; whether negative past life experiences affect us? Could healing
assist the soul at death? And how did a belief in an afterlife help in bereavement?
It was an action packed weekend with much to think about. We could have done with smaller
group work to discuss our own experiences but time limited us and we made individual
friends and did a lot of talking to each other, which was very important. I certainly met a
great soul mate, someone I felt I had known all my life -perhaps we had been in another life
together? What was amazing to me was that a number of people felt that their meetings were
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very hostile towards an exploration of the afterlife and in one case a participant was
considering leaving Friends because of it. I have to say that I have never experienced this in
my own meeting at Gildersome. It concluded with a lovely concert on the Saturday evening,
the highlight in fun and frivolity being a letter written to the Secretary of State for the
Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, at the time -David Milliband, on “Not
keeping pigs” and read by Jim Pym. We had tears rolling down our faces we laughed so
much. I enclose a copy for your amusement.
The second weekend was the Experiment with Light International Conference. I go to a Light
group at High Flatts twice a month and find it has really deepened my spiritual journey. The
prompts in the meditation have at different times been very important to me -for example
“Don’t focus on the confusion, focus on the Light” I have used continuously since the
premature and sudden death of my husband David in August this year. Likewise recently,
“Let the Light search you thoroughly” made me stop still and allow healing to come in after
several frenetic days of running and getting nowhere. The last prompt -Stand in the Light and
ye shall shine” began to show physically, when meeting people at both conferences whose
Light shone out of them -fully open human beings who had no barriers around them. The
small group work was profound and done in a worship sharing format. I would like to include
here the Epistle from the conference, which I read out at Gildersome when I returned. Epistle
from the First International Gathering of the Experiment with Light
Jan Brumfitt

(EWL) held at Woodbrooke on the 27th – 29th
September 2013

Greetings to all Friends everywhere,
How far, how deep, how wide can you go this weekend?’ was the question Rex Ambler asked
us to consider as seventy-one of us from the UK, Palestine, Finland, Russia, South Africa,
Austria, Canada, Sweden, Norway and the USA gathered in the Cadbury room. ‘If we are to
deepen our meditation,’ he went on, ‘we need to risk facing unpalatable facts about ourselves
and risk speaking about this with our group, not get stuck at a comfortable level which we
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feel safe sharing with others. ‘How wide can we go? A group of non-religious friends trying
the Experiment said they were happy with the words “the Spirit within you”.
‘How far can we go? A woman in a Muslim group who had started doing the Experiment
with Light said that as a result of taking part she was able to cry for the first time for her son,
who had disappeared. ‘We can take the Experiment with Light farther, deeper and wider.
That is our challenge.’ On Saturday after a meditation together and a sharing in small groups
– and of course a break for coffee and hot chocolate… we came together to share our
experiences with Experiment with Light that morning, in our groups at home or on our own.
These were some of them: ‘The words of George Fox, “Come in to the new world”, came to
me with depth. And with it a feeling of immense gratitude. We must try to keep the freshness
of “a new world”. This is the first time I’ve done Experiment with Light. I’ve searched many
places for a profound experience like this. The phrase, “Why do you hide your Light under a
bushel?” comes to mind.’ ‘I offer EWL to those who are not Quakers. I always feel anxious,
wondering if it is going to work. But there is always someone who experiences something
profound. It is an exercise in faith – faith in the process, but even more so, faith in the Light.
Two words come to mind, trust and perseverance. Trust, that this experiment has been tested
and is on-going. Perseverance, in that it’s not easy; we need to keep working at it, not just
accept we’ve found a nice easy form of meditation.’ ‘Waiting without expectation for the
Light to reveal itself requires the ego to step aside. It is open to seemingly absurd
coincidences. In my meditation I had an image of myself stuck on an electro magnet. The
best solution is to turn off the power, I thought. At that moment a Friend got up and switched
off the light…’ ‘My experience of EWL fills me with joy. Will it last? Then I think it’s like
couch grass, the kind you can’t get rid of; it’ll be here when I’m gone. The Experiment with
Light will spread – within my own life, within my own meeting, within the world. ‘It is
important to allow our body to experience our feelings. EWL is for everyone. I introduced it
to a non-Quaker friend when we were sitting under a tree. She loved it, and wanted to pass it
on to others. We need to experiment with EWL!
In the afternoon we had a Meditation on the World. We connected deeply with the problems
– the suffering and conflicts -in the world, yet we could also see hope, and as a result ended
with renewed will to act in the various ways we were led, as well as collectively. There was
also optimism based on the concept that the world is a self renewing organism and that
balance can be regained, (Gaia principle). The shared entertainment in the evening was the
best we have ever experienced. Songs, dance, games, music and poems were enjoyed by all.
It showed the Light and beauty that we all have to offer. We invite Friends everywhere to see
how far, deep and wide they can take the Experiment with Light.
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A quizzical entrepreneur writes to the UK'S former head of environment and rural
affairs (now decamped to the Foreign Office) with a unique take on agricultural
subsidies
Rt.Hon. David Miliband MP,
Secretary of state,
Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA)
Nobel House,
17, Smith Square,
London. SW1P3JR.
16, May 2007.
Dear Secretary of State,
My friend, who is in farming at the moment, recently received a cheque for £3,000 from the
Rural Payments Agency for not rearing pigs. I would now like to join the "not rearing pigs"
business. In your opinion, what is the best kind of farm not to rear pigs on, and which is the
best breed of pigs not to rear? I want to be sure I approach this endeavour in keeping with all
government policies, as dictated by the EU under the Common Agricultural Policy.
I would prefer not to rear bacon pigs, but if this is not the type you want not rearing, I will
just as gladly not rear porkers. Are there any advantages in not rearing rare breeds such as
Saddlebacks or Gloucester Old Spots, or are there too many people already not rearing these?
As I see it, the hardest part of this programme will be keeping an accurate record of how
many pigs I haven't reared. Are there any Government or Local Authority courses on this?
My friend is very satisfied with this business. He has been rearing pigs for forty years or so,
and the best he ever made on them was £1422 in 1968. That is - until this year, when he
received a cheque for not rearing any. If I get £3,000 for not rearing 50 pigs, will I get £6,000
for not rearing 100? I plan to operate on a small scale at first, holding myself down to about
4,000 pigs not raised, which will mean about £240,000 for the first year. As I become more
expert in not rearing pigs, I plan to be more ambitious, perhaps increasing to, say, 40,000 pigs
not reared in my second year, for which I should expect about £2.4 million from your
department. Incidentally, I wonder if I would be eligible to receive tradable carbon credits for
all these pigs not producing harmful and polluting methane gases? Another point: These pigs
that I plan not to rear will not eat 2,000 tonnes of cereals. I understand that you also pay
farmers for not growing crops. Will I qualify for payments for not growing cereals to not feed
the pigs I don't rear? I am also considering the "not milking cows" business, so please send
any information you have on that too. Please could you also include the current DEFRA
advice on set aside fields? Can this be done on an e-commerce basis with virtual fields (of
which I seem to have several thousand hectares)? In view of the above, you will realise that I
will be totally unemployed, and will therefore qualify for unemployment benefits. I shall of
course be voting for your party at the next election. Yours faithfully.
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Keep up lad!
On Saturday 28th Sept no fewer eight cyclists from Carlton Hill enjoyed the 2nd ‘Leeds
Quaker Cycle Ride’ – a tour that started at Carlton Hill Meeting, then via the Leeds Liverpool
Canal, made its way to Rawdon Quaker Meeting House, then Adel QMH and finally
Roundhay QMH. On route and after a canal side ride, there was a tea break at the Rodley
Nature Reserve, then a stop at the site of the old Friends School at Rawdon. After a
welcomed lunch at Rawdon QMH, there was an equally warm welcome from Adel friends
who also provided refreshments.

Food for thought: on a far more serious note, part of the reason for holding the Leeds
Quaker Bike Ride was to raise awareness about the desperate need to support PAFRAS –
Positive Action for Refugees and Asylum Seekers. The cyclists took food items on the
journey to add to the ‘PAFRAS’ box at each meeting, because all four meetings that were
visited collect food for PAFRAS. Edwina, from Adel meeting, explained that the twice
weekly hot meals provided by PAFRAF is about to change to a single meal on a
Thursday. This is due to rising costs and falling food contributions, with many churches now
giving to local food banks –a sad sign of the times we are living in. Rawdon and Adel friends
are responding to this situation in a positive way and Charlotte Allen from Rawdon writes:
I met with Edwina this morning to shop for food with the donations of money she has
received. She said that this weekend during the bike ride, (for which a big thank-you) you
had been discussing the collecting of donations from other Meetings. As you probably know,
people from Adel and Rawdon give money directly to us for us to shop with before I go to the
Pafras Foodstore on Monday mornings. The big advantages are that people don’t have to
shop at all if they don’t like supermarket shopping (which I do like oddly!), and also that I
know exactly what we are short of from week to week (and of course it changes quite
unpredictably).I would be happy to facilitate money donations if that would make a
difference.
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Keep up lad! Was the slogan on Andy’s ‘Wallace and Grommit’ t-shirt and it’s fair to say
that Jeremy from Carlton Hill managed to do this the whole way, even though he was riding a
unicycle. After leaving Adel, we made our way via Eccup Reservoir to Roundhay QMH
where friends and visitors were enjoying the Meeting House open day. One of the Friends
present, Wendy, was able to tell us of her father’s fond memories of attending the former
Quaker School at Rawdon when he was a boy, sadly, neither her father Alfred Talent, nor the
school are with us, but it did make a good ending to a very grand day out!

________________________________________________________

LAQM Sunday Dec. 15th 1.15pm
Roundhay Quaker Meeting House
10.45 Meeting for Worship followed by 12.30 Shared Lunch
All members and attenders are invited to Leeds Area Quaker Meeting

My recent visit to Gaza
Talk by Hilary Brown from Bradford Quakers followed by mini Workshop:

‘Quakers living adventurously in the Digital Age – our new website’

1.15pm opening worship, 1.30pm talk and mini workshop, 3pm tea
break,3.15pm business as led including news from ‘Quaker Life’,
4.15pm Tea and co-operative juggling with Roundhay Friends.
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________________________________________________________
Testimony to the grace of God in the life of Elizabeth Hulland
(15th April 1923 to 14th May 2013)

A strong memory of Elizabeth Hulland for Carlton Hill Friends is of her taking both of your
hands in hers and holding you until you had told her how you were and updated her on your
life. For visitors and attenders at Carlton Hill during the nineties and early 2000s, Elizabeth
was a bridge and gateway. She welcomed us and brought us into the Carlton Hill fold with
her love and her genuine interest in us. She was born Irmgard Elizabeth Meta Kierschke and
grew up in Germany, a farmer’s daughter, one of six children. At nineteen she became a
nurse. At the end of the war she joined Friends Relief Services (FRS) and was working at a
Displaced Persons hospital in Wolfsberg when she accompanied a patient being processed
back to another hospital in a Friends Ambulance being driven by Eric Hulland, a young man
in the Friends Ambulance Unit. Elizabeth joined Eric in the Northeast later and they married
in Middlesbrough Meeting House on July 10th 1948. They had two children Anita and Viv.
Elizabeth had become impressed with the conduct and ethos of Friends through her
involvement in International Voluntary Service for Peace (IVSP) camps and her work in FRS
after the war and so with Eric became a member of the Society in 1949 when they joined
Middlesbrough meeting. Eric’s job brought the Hullands into Yorkshire. They became
active members of Brighouse meeting and later Adel meeting where Elizabeth was auditor of
accounts. She had great strength of character and an ability to speak plainly which was
shown when she pointed out some discrepancies in a prominent Friends’ accounts. She was
also great fun and good company. On Eric’s retirement in 1982 Elizabeth and Eric, typically,
made the practical decision to attend Carlton Hill meeting as it was on a bus route.
Elizabeth’s gift for community showed itself not only in Carton Hill meeting, where as an
overseer she was prominent in caring pastorally for the life of the meeting, but also on the bus
into town where she made and met many friends. Their home was also often full of people,
Elizabeth would always sit down with her daughters’ friends and chat and they often had
friends to dinner. Elizabeth firmly believed that building a home, a family and community
was an important and proper role which she undertook with the dedication of a professional.
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Elizabeth `lived adventurously’ and the ability to take action rather than fear helped save her
life at the end of the war. She accepted life and its challenges and got on with it. Eric’s
retirement brought the couple back to Leeds where Elizabeth pursued her interest in gardens
and plants. She loved reading and is one of the few people in Carlton Hill meeting who has
read `War and Peace’. She continued to be an active member of Carlton Hill and the Quaker
meeting itself, its faith and its people, was one of her greatest interests, a fact that is
evidenced by the great love that she sincerely and plainly showed for both the newcomers
and the old friends. In 2006 Elizabeth and Eric grasped the new adventure of Advice and
Query 29 moving into the New Bedford Court Quaker Care Home for the Elderly in
Horsforth, Leeds. Even though beset in later years with failing sight and hearing Elizabeth
still was steadfast to the end in her love for Friends, ending a visit from Carlton Hill friends
with `give my love to Carlton Hill’.
Prepared by Jane Brearley and Jill Page with Eric Hulland and Viv Hulland
___________________________________________________________________________

Some Thoughts from the Editor: Angels Among Us?

Never cease to love your fellow Christians. Do not neglect to show hospitality; by doing this
some have entertained angels unawares [Hebrews, 13.3].
It’s getting to that time of year again, when angelic figures invade our high-streets, complete
with tinsel hallos and luminescent wings. But what are these strange beings which our culture
trots out every December? And what do they have to do with our everyday lives? Angels are
part of the fabric of the Hebrew Scriptures and the New Testament, yet their identity is
starkly elusive. The word ‘angel’ comes from a Greek word angelos meaning ‘messenger’.
An angel then is someone (or perhaps something) which communicates the will of God to the
human world. In their earliest appearances, such heralds are surprisingly ordinary. When
Abraham is seen entertaining angels in Genesis, we are told that he offers them hospitality, as
he would any human guest [Gen 17: 2-7]. Yet, even early on in the Biblical story, there is
clearly something uncanny about them. An angel calls out from heaven, to stave Abraham’s
hand from sacrificing his son Isaac [Gen 22:10]. And we’re told that Jacob saw angels
ascending and descending a ladder which linked earth with heaven [Gen 21:12]. In this last
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image is revealed something of the intrinsic nature of the ‘angelic’ experience. To be in the
presence of the angelic is to encounter an event which has the outlandish hallmarks of a
timeless being, yet it occurs in time; midst all the mud, blood and confusion of human
history.
Later in the Biblical story (perhaps under the artistic influence of the Babylonians) the
Jewish writers developed an image of angels more like the one we see on Christmas cards
today. And by the time of Jesus, Israel had a pretty sophisticated notion of what angels were
like (complete with names, functions and classes). At this later stage of their imaginative
evolution, angels took on a bizarre, psychedelic quality- with glowing bodies, the faces of
lions or eagles and with multiple wings. It was in this angelic-literate culture that both
Matthew and Luke composed their Nativity narratives. Only the breaking in of the angelic
world could be magnificent enough to mark the birth of God’s Messiah. The angels in their
extraordinary appearance before the impoverished shepherds signal a new Jacob’s ladder,
wrapped up in the person of Jesus. Yet, this still doesn’t shed much light on the nature of
angels themselves; only that they are mysterious heralds, ushering in another grand mystery;
God’s beloved son, alive on earth. So angels hang like big intrusive question marks in the
middle of the Biblical universe, illustrating enigma, articulating our uncertainties, and
offering us the joy of unexpected possibilities fulfilled.
Perhaps the most that can be said about angels is that they are a way of talking about
God-shaped moments and God-shaped happenings, for which, in the end, only a spiritual
meaning is persuasive. In some parts of the world, like Uganda, the traditional vision of
angels still holds sway in the Churches. A robust Charismatic theology tells Ugandans to
expect wonders, not just in the dusty pages of scripture, but in their personal lives. A
Ugandan pastor once told that his life had been saved by an angelic visitation. In a
rationalistic culture like ours, we are liable to take such accounts with a pinch of salt. Yet, he
swore it happened to him, and told me he lamented the thinking of Western people, who
refused to accept the presence of the angelic in daily life as he did. In my more rye moments,
I suspect God is sensitive to our sceptical spasms, and as a consequence, has scaled back his
use of the spiritual fireworks. After all, it’s no good sending angels to people if so many of
them are dismissed as mad. Given such intellectual hostility, how might we encounter angels
today? Maybe some still experience the heavenly light on a hill-side, or see a flaming ladder,
but I expect most will experience the angelic in more mundane ways. In the finest tradition of
Protestant understatement, an evangelical lay preacher put it to me like this; coincidence is
God’s way of keeping angels anonymous. The angels are with us, he seemed to be saying, but
in the kindness of a stranger, the chance conversation, the hospitality unlooked for. In these
convergences, God-shaped things happen and something of God is communicated to the
world.
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This description of angels might seem all too homespun and vague for the tastes of
some- especially if we reflect on the many dramatic stories in which angels appear. What
attracts people to angels is their exquisite strangeness; their ability to shake things up and
shift things around. Yet, this kind of supernatural thrill-seeking portrays a fundamental
misunderstanding about these mysterious messengers. The truth of the angelic is not to be
found in their flaming swords or majestic wings, but in the fact that, when Jesus was halfstarved and dangerously exhausted in the wilderness, it was said that the angels came and
nursed him [Mark 1:12]. Here we see one of the many gorgeous paradoxes of Christianity.
Christians are bidden to seek out the extraordinary (the magical if you prefer) in the rhythms
of ordinary life- in loving, providing and serving. In this, the angels show us the way. In that
spirit of compassion, most disciples of Jesus don’t expect some Harry Potter-style re-run of
the First Christmas (complete with heavenly choir-calls of ‘Glory to God in the Highest’).
Instead, they seek out the continuing presence of the Christ-child in the world, midst all its
pains and problems. By living in solidarity with those who hunger after peace, justice and
righteousness, the disciple is invited into the alchemical workshop or the magician’s study, so
that she might witness the transformation of the human heart from leaden blackness to
glorious gold at first hand. For most of us however, this is a slow and arduous process (all
true alchemy is). In general, the human species is pretty crap at listening to its better
inclinations. We get detracted by our own worries, anxieties and hang-ups, so much so that
we repeatedly failure to be the servants of love we know in our bones we can be. We neglect
those in need closest to us, sometimes because we fear to intrude, or simply because the rush
of the day just overtakes of us. And, in the end, without meaning to, we fail to do what love
requires of us. Slowing-acting and difficult this process of metamorphosis might be, it is the
abiding moral promise of Christianity; that we can become better, deeper, richer human
beings, despite our inclination towards failure. And that’s the only magic followers of Jesus
should need or expect. Anything else is a graceful bonus; gracious because it isn’t conjured
up or looked for. Rather it appears unexpectedly from the depths of divine love. In this
mysticism of the ordinary then, the angels are exemplars of service, encouraging us to heed
God’s message when it is heard- not as a flashing light, but as an open door.
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Yet, a niggling question remains. When all is said and done, can we actually see and
talk to angels? Or are they just figurative expressions we hang on the mysterious? Many have
claimed to have encountered angels- the poet William Blake and the scientist Emmanuel
Swedenborg to name but two. Yet for many, such testimony has never been enough. Could
we perhaps summon them with incantations or special prayers? Could the materialists among
us finally get something tangible to look at? The suggestion is pretty alluring isn’t it? So
attractive was the idea, that the Apostle Paul condemned early Christians for doing it. And
even in later centuries, the occasional self-professed magus would attempt it (often at great
personal cost). The Royal astrologer of Queen Elizabeth I, Dr John Dee, was notorious for his
arcane experiments to command and conjure angels. And it’s not just a relic of the past. Go to
any Body and Mind and Spirit shelf in your local bookshop and you’ll soon see that such
occult ambitions don’t seem to have abated that much in the proceeding centuries. We seem
as captivated by conjuring up angels as ever. Yet, as the old Faust legend warns us, the
budding magician soon discovers that all he has summoned is a distorted reflection of his
own desires and fears. Such are the perils of knocking on the doors of heaven just for the sake
of curiosity. One suspects that the angels would prefer it if we didn’t spend much time trying
to talk to them, since both we and they have a job to do in this world, and indulging in
endless theological or occult speculation merely wastes time. It’s the holy equivalent of
fusing over the latest bit of celebrity gossip in office hours. It might be fun, but it doesn’t get
us very far. If you want to see angels, says the Christian tradition, you need first to get out of
your own head and start living and working with others. The ‘deeper magic’ of Christianity
as C.S. Lewis called it, requires no invocations, no astrological circles drawn in chalk, no
black candles- only a willingness to start loving, giving and praying. Start down this road and
you’ll soon discover angels around every corner- not all of them with wings.
Ben Wood
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