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QUERIES

Following are some queries about the text, which you may wish to use for
reflection or study, individually or with others.

1. Have you ever heard a public message that you felt was meant for
you personally?
When have you felt the nudging of the Spirit? How did you respond?
How do you feel about being a “do-gooder”?
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TO DO NOTHING

It is early Saturday morning in Philadelphia. I am sitting in front of
an open window of my room at the Lucretia Mott House. The blessed
sunlight forms peaceful patterns on the wooden floor. I watch a homeless
man trying to find a private place in the bushes across the street.

I am here to attend a finance committee meeting at Friends
Center next door, and after breakfast eight of us gather in its historic
meeting room.

Around noon we decide to have lunch at the city market, six
blocks away. It is in an old railway station whose inside is converted
into an enormous street market with stalls and lunch counters. It is in
the middle of downtown and takes up a whole city block.

Ousside, sitting on the pavement are homeless people. A couple
of yards from the entrance is a father with a child between his knees.
He looks up and says, “This child is hungry.” I stand still, look at them,
and am reminded of my own childhood experiences with hunger. I
want to give them some money but feel somewhat self-conscious about
it. I am with seven other Friends, and no one seems to have heard the
remark. Or perhaps they have, and they feel that giving money is not
the way to handle the situation. There are so many homeless people
around asking for food. I don’t really want to draw attention to myself
as a do-gooder (I think). So I follow them inside and do nothing.

But it bothers me. This father and child speak to my condition.

I decide to excuse myself when we are eating and to bring the father
five dollars. Ruth however takes me to a place that is hard to get in and
out of. And since the two of us are not eating with the others, I cannot
really leave her alone. “I will give the five dollars when we leave,”

I think. But we leave by another door, and by then the group has
reassembled to go back to our committee work. Again, I do nothing.

[ feel uneasy about it, but not very much. An afternoon of budget
discussions removes the incident from my mind.

Next day, Sunday, Vaughn and I decide to attend meeting at Race
Street Meeting House, next door to Friends Center. I have never been
there, and look forward to it. My home meeting is small. I hope ten
times as many Friends will generate ten times greater blessing. But the
Meeting for Worship is not so different from what I am used to.

There are a few messages. Then a young woman sitting in our
pew stands up. Her message is short: “To do nothing may be the most
violent thing you can do!” She then grabs her purse, slings it over her
shoulder and walks out. “She is hurt,” I think, “I should follow her.”
No, not me. This message is for the Friends of this meeting. Perhaps
something has happened. One of them needs to go after her. Is someone

going?” Yes, someone goes. I am glad. I wonder what has happened
between this woman and this meeting that she has to give such a
message: “To do nothing may be the most violent thing you can do.”

Then it hits me. This message is for me. The father and the hungry
child come back to me. Who in the group of Friends that were there
knew what it was to be a hungry child? I did. I had been a starving
child in the Second World War, and someone had given me food. Of
course, it was the Spirit who had nudged me— that’s why I had wanted
to give money. Nudged me and not the others. Why, oh why, had I
not acted? I was called and had not obeyed. And now I am told that
that was an act of violence. How could I have been bothered by the
presence of others? This was my leading, not theirs. And I thought I
was making progress in obeying the promptings of the Spirit.

I weep. The rest of that Meeting for Worship is difficult. I am glad
when it is over.

We visitors introduce ourselves and are invited to sign the guest
book. Vaughn and I walk to the refreshment room with a middle-
aged black man, also a visitor, who pulls a picture of a child out of
his pocket. “Is it yours?” I ask admiringly. “Yes,” he says, “and we are
hungry. Could you give us some food?” Vaughn and I both say, “We
don’t live here, we are from out-of-town, and don’t have food.” Then
I hear myself talking. Not again!! How dumb can one be! I take my
wallet out of my purse and give James ten dollars. He sees a twenty and
says, “That twenty would really help us out.” He looks kindly at me.
And I think, “T never want to go through a half hour like the last one
again, ever.” I give him the twenty, then go to the restroom and laugh.

What a great sense of humor the Spirit has. Here I am weeping for
a lost chance and another is immediately presented. “Let us see how
honest those tears are,” a teasing Spirit seems to say, “You wouldn’t give
a five, what about a twenty?”

The visitor is in the refreshment room eating cookies and chatting
with people. When I leave I meet him outside on the sidewalk. I need
to catch a train and he accompanies me a little way. Then we shake
hands on the street corner, my Blessing and 1.
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