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What people are saying about Practical Mystics



Jennifer Kavanagh has written a lovely book which I found to be compelling reading. In a very practical way she explains the meaning of mysticism for Quakers and how an experience, which some might regard as being esoteric, can be truly meaningful for many today.


Terry Waite


This is a delightful book, blending the author’s personal experience with a really helpful overview of the nature of mysticism. It is clearly written, very accessible, but above all inspiring. Practical Mystics encourages each of us to live into that role.


Ben Pink Dandelion, Woodbrooke Quaker Study Centre


Jennifer Kavanagh has done us a great service in writing a book that pinpoints one of the most elusive and intangible elements of Quaker life. Practical Mystics is about the subtle balance between spiritual experience and the action it brings about, between the stillness of a Quaker meeting and the clamour of the world. How does the mystical become the practical? Is there a transition point? Why do they merge? She answers these questions with thoughtfulness, insight and wisdom, writing as vividly about spiritual inwardness as she does about the urgent, unstoppable impulse to give service to others. The result is an inspiring book about a wellspring of inspiration. I thoroughly recommend it.


Geoffrey Durham, author of The Spirit of the Quakers and Being a Quaker: a guide for newcomers


Jennifer is one of the most interesting writers of our generation on spirituality.


Derek A. Collins, London Centre for Spirituality


In Practical Mystics, Jennifer Kavanagh introduces readers to the genius of the Quaker way − spirituality experienced in the midst of day-to-day life thus empowering those who try it to live deeply and well.


J. Brent Bill, author of Holy Silence: The Gift of Quaker Spirituality
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Preface



There are some 400,000 Quakers throughout the world, most of them in Africa. For historical reasons, there are different traditions in different parts of the world. Some are more akin to evangelical churches; some are pastor-led. Although all Quakers have much in common, I can only write about my own tradition, the unprogrammed liberal wing that is to be found in the UK, Europe, some parts of the US, South Africa, Australia and New Zealand.


And, though there will be references to the events and attitudes of former times and how things have changed, I will also be concentrating on present-day Quakers. There are enough misconceptions about Quakers based on the bonnet-wearers of the past. This is not a book about theology, it is a book about experience: of others and of my own. The experience of seeking and sensing the presence of God, and how it affects how what we do and how we are in the world.


“Quaker” is a nickname given to us by a scornful judge in the seventeenth century – but it’s one we are happy to use. The official name for Quakers is the Religious Society of Friends, and we usually call each other “Friend”. As the word “Friend” can be ambiguous, I shall generally use the term “Quaker” here, but where the term “Friend” (with a capital “F”) appears, that means the same.


References in the text are to the books in Further Reading. Where there is more than one book by an author, the reference in the text gives the date.


Thanks to the many Friends who have shared their experience and knowledge. They include: Frances Crampton, Ben Pink Dandelion, Rob Francis, Harvey Gillman, Chris Goodchild, Maud Grainger, Ben Jarman, John Lampen, Stuart Masters. Any errors are my own.










Introduction





I recently heard Quakers described by a priest as “practical mystics”. It is a phrase often used about us – and also about at least another two religious groups to my certain knowledge – and I sometimes question whether Friends have any time for it at all. Practical? Perhaps we are. But mystics? I wonder. There is something gloriously no-nonsense about almost all the Quakers I know.


(Quaker Quest, 18)





Yes, Quakers are sometimes called “practical mystics”. Why? What does it mean? Is it appropriate?


“Practical mystics” is an odd phrase: seemingly a contradiction in terms. Whether a Christian hermit or a Hindu fakir, a mystic is generally considered to be removed from the world, otherworldly, indeed. But even nuns and monks, hidden behind monastic walls, their lives devoted to God, often lead pretty practical lives, both within and outside their establishments. Managing all the practical affairs of the building and community, running businesses and teaching.


But I shall focus here on people who are living in the world. What I hope to describe is a group who combine mysticism with often radical action. To look not just at how the contemplative and active lives can co-exist but how in essence they are the same. Practical people, all of whom can be mystics; mystics who can also be practical. And, more than that, how the action stems from that very faith, how the two are intertwined, and how crucial that interaction is.


The term seems first to have come into currency in the early part of the twentieth century, notably in the book, Practical Mysticism, written by Evelyn Underhill and first published in 1915. The author was committed to contemplation all her life, though, moving between the Church of England and the Catholic Church, she found it hard to find an appropriate religious context. In her book Underhill sets out her belief that spiritual life is part of human nature and as such is available to every human being. For her, the very nature of mysticism itself is practical – a realistic part of human nature.


The writer most known for applying the term “practical mystics” to Quakers was the twentieth-century American Quaker, Rufus Jones. Although a dozen years older than Evelyn Underhill, most of his books on mysticism were published in the 1920s, a few years after the publication of Practical Mysticism. The two authors, one in the UK and the other in the US, admired, and on occasion quoted from, each other’s work.


* * *


When I came to Quakers, some twenty years ago, I found myself plunged not only into a spiritual quest but also, unexpectedly, into an engagement with the world.


It was in the late 1990s. After the break-up of my marriage and, a few years later, another relationship ended, something strange began to happen to me. I had had no religious faith since I was about eighteen but now, every time I went into a church – to look at the architecture or for a christening – I would find myself in tears. To paraphrase the Franciscan Richard Rohr, transformation was happening, but I did not know it yet. If I’d known, I might have tried to stop it or take charge. Something was going on within me that I did not understand but felt powerless to resist. I had no idea what was happening, but had no choice but to pursue whatever it was. I tried some local churches and ran out. They were not what I was looking for.


I remembered seeing the sign outside the Quaker Meeting House in St Martin’s Lane in London, and decided to try it. At the time I didn’t think I knew much about the Religious Society of Friends (Quakers) but I later realised that there had been signposts along the way that I hadn’t been ready to see.


I don’t remember my first Quaker Meeting. What I do remember is that, after a darkly troubled time, I found peace. At first, I spoke to no one. Although I am a sociable person, I didn’t want my social self to trample on the shoots of something so new and tender. But I read books from the meeting house library – and couldn’t believe what I was reading. It was so different from anything that my previous experience of religion as an Anglican had led me to expect. There was nothing to sign up to, no set words or hymns; the meeting house itself was bare of ornamentation and symbols. Everything external was stripped away, so that the focus could be on the direct experience of God. And it was not a priest or the scriptures that was the ultimate authority but our experience of what the founder of Quakers, George Fox, referred to as the Inward Light shining in our souls.


I had no idea religion could be like this – this was ME! It gave me permission to be myself. More than that, it was a requirement to be myself. Not easy, as we know. A lifetime’s task. As the weeks went on, I realised that I had come home. Such a discovery is almost a cliché of the spiritual life. In listening to men and women of many faiths, I have heard many talk of “coming home”. And that “home” can be somewhere that is found for the first time. What I had found was a response to what had been going on within me. And an invitation to a direct relationship with the Divine.


I discovered that at the heart of the Quaker way is a belief that all human beings have the capacity for a direct relationship with the Divine, and at the core of their practice is the Meeting for Worship, in which those present still themselves in an active waiting on God.


Finding a spiritual home is a complex matter. People come to Quakers for a number of reasons. It may be a dissatisfaction with an existing faith group; it may be to find a context for their faith, an answer to their spiritual seeking. It may be because they have come across Quakers in social action or peace marches, and feel that this is a group that represents their own life values. It may be to find community.


In my own case, I was not looking for a community; I was responding to a restless longing within myself that at the time had no name.










Chapter 1 Mysticism





We cannot say that there is a separate “mystical sense”, which some men have and some have not, but rather that every human soul has a certain latent capacity for God, and that in some this capacity is realised with an astonishing richness. Such a realisation may be of many kinds and degrees – personal or impersonal, abrupt and ecstatic, or peaceful and continuous. This will depend partly on the temperament of the mystic, and partly on his religious background and education.


(Underhill, quoted in Jones, 1927: 203)





What is mysticism? It’s a word that arouses a lot of confusion and, in some cases, suspicion. According to Wikipedia, it is “the pursuit of communion with, identity with, or conscious awareness of an ultimate reality, divinity, spiritual truth, or God through direct experience, intuition, or insight”. The word only entered the English language in the mid-eighteenth century, but “mystic” both as an adjective and as a noun, is far earlier, dating from the late Middle Ages. Part of the Oxford English Dictionary definition (dating from 1637 and now said to be “rare”) is: “Pertaining to or connected with the branch of theology which relates to the direct communication of the soul with God”.
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