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What people are saying about

That Clear and Certain Sound


This book is like a refreshing rain—a shower of meditations on life-lessons presented so deftly and gently by the author that their true depth and breadth may at first be overlooked. Behind the clear and certain language in which Pamela Haines’ voice comes across, lies a worldview deeply rooted in the Quaker ethos. Yet her stories and reflections, and the questions she ponders, will resonate with all who work to bring the healing of “right relationship” to the human world and to earth’s whole commonwealth of life.


Keith Helmuth, author of Tracking Down Ecological Guidance: Presence, Beauty, Survival


In a world filled with lies big and little, Pamela Haines, invites us to experience truth with a capital T. Through delightful essays that ring clearly, we readers become reacquainted with an integrity and honesty that comes from the depth of the Divine. Reading these words, we are brought out of the falsehoods of this present age and encounter in hearts “that which is eternal” (George Fox).


J. Brent Bill, author of Hope and Witness in Dangerous Times and Beauty, Truth, Life, and Love


That Clear and Certain Sound stretches us “toward lives of greater connection and integrity.” Simple plots of land and community gatherings seen through Pamela Haines’ curious, attentive intellect reveal the rich, refreshing power in the ordinary. Her writings call us to tend that ring of truth in our own lives. Reading this book to myself or out loud to my family and community is a real treat. It calls us home to things that matter.


Nadine Hoover, author of Creating Cultures of Peace, and Discernment: Transforming Power in Daily Life


It’s hard to believe such a small book can contain so many large and useful expressions of wisdom. Pamela Haines moves effortlessly from the lessons in her garden to those found in an African village, from the creativity of young children to the inspiration adults can access to meet the climate crisis. I’ve rarely encountered such a profound interweaving of inward and outward challenges, with a consistent—and never facile—turn to the power of love. Her anecdotes and imagery help the insights settle in our place of recollection.


George Lakey, author of Facilitating Group Learning


Pamela Haines writes with heart. In a society filled with inflated grand statements and hashtag boasts, she finds nuggets of Truth tucked away in daily activity. Through her writings she brings us fundamental ways of being in community and relationship with the wide world around us. She doesn’t flinch from pain or shy from exposing her failings, but allows us to be broken people looking for a way to heal and be better souls.


Daniel Hunter, author of Strategy and Soul, and Building a Movement to End the New Jim Crow
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Preface

There was a high value placed on language when I was growing up. My mother was fascinated with the Greek and Latin roots of words, both parents appreciated the fine rules of grammar, and I learned to write a tight expository essay in high school. But the idea that the written word could be harnessed to vision, to move hearts and minds, was outside of my experience.


A seed of that possibility may have first lodged in my consciousness as a child in Quaker meeting for worship. It seemed so mysterious. You would be sitting there in the silence, not discontent, but perhaps a little disengaged. And then suddenly someone would rise to speak—someone who just moments before had been a completely ordinary adult sitting quietly with the rest of us. And I would listen, not only to the words, but to the message that had the power to propel them from the safety of their seat. I held that safety dear, and continue to prefer to sit quietly when there is an option—though I hope I have gotten braver over the years. But I wonder if something from that experience took root and shaped my attitude toward language and message.


There were disabilities around language as well. I could count on one hand the number of times our family missed going to meeting when I was growing up. At the same time, I would be hard pressed to remember even one conversation we had at home about religion. Fast forward to an attempt in middle age to communicate with a group of evangelical Quakers from Guatemala who were immigrants to Philadelphia. The opportunity to reach out across barriers of language was a compelling challenge. My Spanish is only passible, but I discovered that my real deficit was in the language of religion. That’s all they were interested in talking about and I found myself inexplicably tongue tied. I had never learned to talk religion. All my training had been in the doing of it.


In the branch of Quakerism in which I was raised, there weren’t that many things to believe: Truth is constantly unfolding, in continuous revelation. We are called to be in right relationship. And there is that of God in every person. Thus, the practice becomes centering in to listen for truth, reaching out for that of the divine in others, and seeking a place of right relationship—with others, with the world around us, and with the spirit that gives life to our world.


As an adult, I found myself writing—not in the tight expository style of my school years, nor in the language of theology or belief, but in reflection on these encounters in life. Sharing my reflections with a larger circle of friends and loved ones was, perhaps, my way of standing to give a message, daring to assume that what came to me as I lived my life might be of use to others. When one of them suggested that I should write a book, it occurred to me that I might already have written one.


Here then is a collection of meditations, written over the course of many years—in the non-religious language in which I’m fluent—on being alive in these wonderful and perilous times; trying to stay alert to the sound of truth even in the most unlikely places; reaching for solid ground; and stretching across barriers for the hearts of others.








1. Introduction: What Rings True

Every now and then I find myself engaged with life in a way that seems just right. I have a human interaction that is clear, connected and deeply satisfying. I soak in a moment beneath a tree, pausing to look up and take in the vibrant color and striking light and shadow. I extend the life of something old and functional with a careful mend. I do a piece of work in the world that matters, and clearly has my name on it. I take the hard next step, that’s waiting to be taken, in a friendship. I use my good compost to transplant and give away a native pollinator. Something about what I’m doing rings true.

“What rings true?” This could be a powerfully illuminating question to bring to all parts of our lives. Take, for example, what we eat. Can I think of an experience with food when I sensed something deeply right? What were the ingredients that made it that way? Or take gift-giving. When has a moment in that emotionally-charged minefield rung true? What made it right? When has my mind been clear? When have I had an interaction, no matter how simple, that I’d be happy to live over and over again? What made that possible?

A bell can’t ring true when it is covered or padded or stuffed. To hear the ring of truth in our lives, it can help to strip down. What clutters our minds? What messages have we taken in—from our childhoods, from advertising, from society at large—that muffle the truth? What has accreted to our social institutions that keeps us from discerning their true vocations? What layers of history, privilege and inequality obscure the possibility of respectful and appreciative interaction in any situation?

I treasure the words of John Woolman, a colonial Quaker. He advises us to “Dig deep,… carefully cast forth the loose matter and get down to the rock, the sure foundation, and there hearken to the Divine Voice which gives a clear and certain sound.” What if the central principle for organizing our lives was moving ever closer to what rings true?

It can be discouraging to notice how much of our time is spent elsewhere. We know what we’re doing doesn’t ring true, but it’s hard to see an alternative. Or we try to get some relief from that tinny sound with activities that are supposed to be pleasurable or comforting, but then those activities—often some form of addictive behavior—don’t quite ring true either. The relief doesn’t really satisfy, and it’s hard to know where to turn.

Just identifying this as something we want, however, and being able to recognize the moments when we’ve had it, is a big step forward. I smile as I imagine us counting up the minutes that ring true in our lives—just two minutes this day, maybe seven the next—and then reaching for more.

I think of a wise friend who is gifted with parents and children. The times that are truly golden, she says, come when you’ve played with a child in enough different ways that you can find a spot where they laugh openly and freely—then you stay at that spot, and they laugh and laugh. We don’t have to just wait for a miracle to hear the ring of truth more often in our lives. We can remember those moments, and value them. We can look for where they most reliably happen. We can talk with our friends, and get help working to reproduce the conditions that encourage them. We can dig away at the stuff that muffles them. There may be no work that’s harder—or more worth doing. And maybe, as we keep trying, it will get less hard—and we’ll hear that ring of truth in our lives more and more.








2. Windows and Reflections


Sacred spaces

I wanted a support group for women I had met through my job with childcare workers—a group that would cross barriers of class and race, where women could listen deeply to each other and be supported in moving forward with life goals.

I made my invitations. I spent time cleaning so the environment would be welcoming. I left work early to be unrushed and fully present. I brought fresh mint from my garden for the ice water. My friend brought flowers. I talked about the precious gift of listening that we can give each other. I set up moments for us each to appreciate that gift. Reflecting on all these things, I realize that I was creating a sacred space, building a container for an experience that was more centered than our ordinary day-to-day lives.

During that same time, I had been grieving over the ending of a three-week kayaking vacation with a precious homemade extended family. The defining element of that experience was the irresistible invitation to be fully present with and open to those people and the environment around us. It was a sacred space.

For many of us, a religious service is the container for such a space. It provides rest and refreshment, while anchoring us in goodness. I’m still learning to do the preparation as an individual member that helps keep the container strong. And we all have much to learn about extending that container beyond the sanctuary itself.

As I notice my desire to create more of that kind of space in my daily life, other pieces fall into place. It took me a while to realize the role I’ve played in a small family group in my Quaker meeting, in creating and holding such a container—being present, centered and welcoming. I think of the discipline I try to use on the trolley. When I remember to offer a silent prayer of blessing for each person as they get on, my life goes better. And then there are all the times I give someone my full and undivided attention, focused on reaching for the very best in them.

After realizing what I had been doing very methodically and intentionally (if subconsciously) with my support group, and in these other ways, a question came up at work about the monthly gathering of our childcare workers’ economic justice campaign. We had been experimenting with different forms—straight business, training, social hour—and hadn’t quite gotten it right. What would it mean to make that a sacred space? I would have to be more intentional. It would require stepping out of the busy/work/task mode and focusing on being relaxed and fully present to each person. I think it could be done; I think it would make a difference.

Now that I get the concept, I see the potential for so much more. I’m left wondering if there’s any limit. At home, with family or dishes, at work, with friends, on the street—where are the unformed sacred spaces waiting to be called into being?
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