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  What People Are Saying About




  Hope and Witness in Dangerous Times




  In these troubling times it’s easy to feel “I’m too insignificant to make a difference.” Brent Bill draws deeply on age-old and modern Quaker insights to show how each of us can find our own way forward from hopelessness, and move through contemplation and onward into action. He suggests that effective engagement in large and small issues needs to be based on faith, prayer and love of other people (yes, every one of them!). And he firmly calls us to do something. As he says, “After all, if faith matters, it has to matter now!”




  John Lampen, author of Quaker Roots and Branches




  Hope and Witness in Dangerous Times is at once simple, accessible and profound. It offers straightforward spiritual insights grounded in Quaker practice on how to live with integrity while seeking, in whatever way we are called, to help heal ourselves and the world around us.




  Brent Bill has shown once more why so many of us turn to his writings to ground our spiritual journey. Hope and Witness in Dangerous Times is a tonic for the weary and a reminder of how we can live a life of wholeness in a chaotic time.




  Barry Crossno, General Secretary, Friends General Conference




  In this little book full of interesting insights and practical stories we learn how, in Quaker experience, hope and witness take root in the life of the Spirit. As individuals and society we all have unique experiences and blind spots, so we are exhorted not to judge and to back the efforts of others. With love as the prime motivation, Quaker worship and business method are anchors for finding God’s direction for each of us, helping us to be wholly integrated people.




  Judith Baker, British Quaker Conciliator




  Brent Bill’s Hope and Witness in Dangerous Times, is an inspiring meld of Quaker history and day to day practices to deal with the challenges of today; a handbook, if you will, for facing the unknown with a surety and faith that truly transcends centuries.




  Noel Paul Stookey, singer/songwriter/activist, “Paul” of Peter, Paul & Mary




  J. Brent Bill draws us into the depths of the Quaker spiritual imperative for action in the world, by providing very useful Quaker history and consideration for how our actions are rooted in the life of the spirit, in community, in worship, in prayer, and in love. He provides a reminder that even while we feel called to address injustice, we must examine our own blindness – our humanness – and it is by tending to the inner life that we embody God’s spirit as the source of power. Brent challenges us to ask ourselves, “What is mine/ours to do?”, discerning Jesus’ example to be less critical and more invitational in how we live and act. Get ready to feel inspired!




  Gretchen Castle, General Secretary, Friends World Committee for Consultation – World Office (Quakers)




  Hope and Witness in Dangerous Times is very simple but powerful at the same time, just as love and faith are. This book reminds us of the integrality that Christianity and any spirituality must have. It will be a real light in the lives of many people and situations.




  Miguel Costop, Director, PROGRESA: The Guatemala Friends Scholarship Program
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Citizen of Dark Times 
by Kim Stafford




  Agenda in a time of fear: Be not afraid.




  When things go wrong, do right.




  Set out by the half-light of the seeker.




  For the well-lit problem begins to heal.




  Learn tropism toward the difficult.




  We have not arrived to explain, but to sing.




  Young idealism ripens into an ethical life.




  Prune back regret to let faith grow.




  When you hit rock bottom, dig farther down.




  Grief is the seed of singing, shame the seed of song.




  Keep seeing what you are not saying.




  Plunder your reticence.




  Songbird guards a twig, its only weapon a song.









  
Introduction





  Another school shooting. Children dead or dying or in the hospital or heading home physically safe but traumatized by what they’ve been through. With the air still filled with the smell of cordite and smoke, the airwaves and internet feeds immediately fill with people reacting. Some say things like “These children and their families are in our prayers.” Others demand an immediate change in gun control laws. Those crying for legislation often deride those who say they’re praying – “Praying doesn’t accomplish anything” – and maintain that prayers are empty, hollow gestures. Those public people who say they’re praying then mock the gun control activists as knee-jerk reactionaries who don’t really care about kids and are merely using this tragedy to push their long-held agenda.




  In the face of such a tragedy and this hostile back and forth, what’s a person of faith to do?




  Do we pray?




  Do we act?




  Quakers say it’s not either/or but rather that it’s both/and.




  Certainly, prayers are needed and are more than hollow gestures. Prayer takes us, our hearts, and our concerns into the presence of our loving God who is grieving this horror with us. Prayer changes things because, for one, it changes us. It opens our hearts in love to those who have been wounded physically, emotionally, and spiritually. Prayer is something we can do in community, to offer grace and sympathy to the hurting children and suffering parents. Prayers which come from heart and soul, rather than merely being political pronouncements from pontificating posers, are felt as love by the sorrowing. We’ve witnessed that time and again at candlelight vigils, memorial gatherings, and more.




  Prayers are important also because they can help us. As we pour out our hearts, we hear our own concerns about this instance and others like it clearly. Perhaps in new ways. Prayers can clarify what our response should be; how we should act. And action is needed. As James says, “Faith without works is dead.”1 Charles Schulz the creator of the American comic strip “Peanuts” put it a bit differently and more graphically. He said the same thing slant when he portrayed Linus and Charlie Brown bundled up and walking through a snowstorm. They see Snoopy shivering in the snow. “Snoopy looks kind of cold, doesn’t he?” observes Charlie Brown. “I’ll say he does,” responds Linus. “Maybe we’d better go over, and comfort him.” So the boys come close to the shivering Snoopy. Linus looks down and says, “Be of good cheer, Snoopy.” “Yes, be of good cheer...” echoes Charlie Brown. Then they walk away, leaving Snoopy shivering, with a big question mark over his head.2




  Yes, action is needed. But action that is not rooted in a deep spiritual life can be dangerous and hollow – at least for Christians and other people of faith. That’s because then it can too easily lapse into my political views and feelings, which are “always right,” versus your political views and feelings, which are “always wrong” when they don’t agree with mine. It becomes easy to demonize and vilify and move away from being the friends of Jesus we’re invited to be. We lapse into partisan rhetoric which makes us easy to dismiss by those whose views are different from ours. “Oh, he’s just saying that because he’s a XXX” or “Of course, she feels that way. All XXXs do.”




  Unmoored from a life in the Spirit, we become ineffective at a time when effectiveness is called for. We appear shrill and uncaring, when we want our voices to be heard precisely because we care so much.




  Combining personal faith with spiritual activism in the world has been a hallmark of Quaker faith and practice for going on four hundred years. The Religious Society of Friends, as Quakers are formally known, have been working for peace, equality, integrity, care for the earth, and more, not out of dogoodism, but out of be-goodism. Their work around the globe for women’s rights, abolition of slavery, civil rights, immigration reform, public education, gender equality, peace, has always grown out of a deep understanding that Christian faith must be wed to daily living and addressing the needs of the human family, especially the downtrodden and oppressed.




  Friends take seriously the example of Jesus who preached and healed. Who ministered and fed the hungry. Who taught his disciples and crossed accepted cultural boundaries to reach out to the despised. Who said to his followers:






   “For I was hungry and you gave me something to eat, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you invited me in, I needed clothes and you clothed me, I was sick and you looked after me, I was in prison and you came to visit me.”




  Then the righteous will answer him, “Lord, when did we see you hungry and feed you, or thirsty and give you something to drink? When did we see you a stranger and invite you in, or needing clothes and clothe you? When did we see you sick or in prison and go to visit you?”




  The King will reply, “Truly I tell you, whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers and sisters of mine, you did for me.”3







  Quakers took the name Friends from the fifteenth chapter of John where Jesus tells his followers, “You are my friends if you do what I command. I no longer call you servants, because a servant does not know his master’s business. Instead, I have called you friends, for everything that I learned from my Father I have made known to you.”4 To be the Friends of Jesus. What a glorious invitation. But it’s an invitation that includes – “if you do what I command.” And Jesus, by his example and teaching, demonstrates that what he learned from his Father is that faith is neither solely personal devotion and prayer or outward justice activism. It is a unified life of personal spiritual deepening and action that grows out of that deepening.




  All of us are invited into such a holistic life. As the early Quaker William Penn said, “True godliness doesn’t turn us out of the world, but enables us to live better in it, and excites our endeavors to mend it... Christians should keep the helm and guide the vessel to its port; not meanly steal out at the stern of the world and leave those that are in it without a pilot to be driven by the fury of evil times upon the rock or sand of ruin.”5




  I invite you to consider how your personal faith life better enables you to live in these dangerous times and how it moves you to work at mending the world. How do your spiritual beliefs empower you to help guide the vessel of the world and its people in a good and safe direction?




  Throughout the coming pages we’ll look at how Quakers have endeavored to live such lives (and don’t always get it right!) and what lessons they might have for us. We will examine what motivated them, how they’ve acted and continued to act, and how we decide what we’re called to do, what our spiritual work in this world is to be. For some of us it might be the grounding work of contemplation and prayer that supports the efforts of those on the front lines of the Lamb’s War. For others it might be to become, in the words of the Quaker civil rights activist Bayard Rustin, “angelic troublemakers.”6 For many of us, it may well be some combination that may not have occurred to us up until now.




  Regardless, we’ll explore how our faith is not just about the hereafter, but it’s also about here.




  After all, if faith matters, it has to matter now!
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