THOMAS R. KELLY
His Life as a Miracle

T. CANBY JONES

“Today will be the greatest day of my life,” exulted Thomas
Kelly to his wife, Lael, as he bounced out of bed on January 17,
1941. Later that day he wrote to Eugene Exman, the editor of the
religious books section of Harper and Brothers, accepting his invi-
tation to come to New York City to discuss the possibility of a
volume on lives of complete commitment to God. He also looked
forward eagerly to the annual meeting of the Friends World Com-
mittee for Consultation in Washington, D.C. on January 18 and
19, where he would share a brief meditation he had recently writ-
ten on The Children of the Light.

At about seven o’clock that evening, while washing dishes, he
blacked out, sank to his knees with a groan, and died of a heart
ﬁ}tack. Thus ended, in an earthly sense, “the greatest day” of his

e.

To me, as a member of the student worship-sharing group at
Haverford College which had met at the Kelly home for two and
a half years, his death came as an unbelievable shock. Two of us
went to the house to see if it was really true and to inquire if there
was anything we could do. There was nothing, only the massive
reality that Tom had gone—irretrievably gone.

Then T. Lloyd Cadbury and I walked the nature walk around
the perimeter of the campus in the rain and fog of that January
night. My bitter tears were dark on heaven’s black cheek. In spite
of the searing pain, all of the foibles of our friend fell away and
the glory of his life and message of holy obedience etched itself
into my soul. From that moment I knew Tom Kelly had become
the radiant child of Light he was always calling us to be.

Another life-changing realization came over me in that hour. If
Thomas Kelly could be this much alive on the yonder side of the
valley of the shadow of death, how much more the Lord Jesus!
From that moment I have never doubted the reality of the resur-
rection of Jesus. I realized also something else Tom Kelly had
taught us—that excruciating sorrow and transports of heavenly joy
are cut from the same cloth. With that realization my grief at the
loss of my beloved teacher and spiritual guide was lifted and I was
at peace.

The memorial worship service at the Haverford Meeting House
for Thomas Kelly turned into a triumph of praise. Through tears
many of us poured out our thanks for this totally God-centered life.
It was a celebration—a fitting climax for the day he declared
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would be “the greatest day of my life.”

Twenty-seven years earlier Tom Kelly had arrived as a student
at Haverford College. Seeking out Rufus Jones, its famous profes-
sor of philosophy, Tom sat with him on the porch of his house.
Looking up with a radiant smile, Tom had said suddenly, “I'm just
going to make my life a miracle!”

It was only in the last three years of Tom Kelly’s life, when I
knew him, that that miracle took place. To use his own expression,
he lived “a God-intoxicated life.” He brimmed over with the joy
of the Lord. In spite of the darkness and death into which World
War II was plunging humanity, Tom Kelly called us to “Look to
Him and be radiant.” (Psalm 37:5)

His Message

In those final, miraculous years, even more than before, he
poured out a many-sided message of The Good News, with God at
the Center. First of all he stressed that:

Deep within us there is an amazing inner sanctuary of the soul,
a holy place, a Divine Center, a speaking Voice ...a dynamic
center, a creative Life that presses to birth with us. It is a Light
within which illumines the face of God and casts new shadows
and new glories upon the face of men. It is a seed stirring to life.
... It is the Shekinah of the soul, the Presence in the midst. Here
is the slumbering Christ, stirring to be awakened. . .. And He is
within us all.

Moreover, he affirmed that we can learn to live our lives on two
levels at once. Although caught on the surface in the hassle of
earthly responsibilities, deep down at the Center we can live in
“continuously renewed immediacy of the divine Presence.” To
him such “stayedness upon Him” could be found only by develop-
ing “internal practices and habits of the mind.”

He warned that the first steps to such “stayedness” are awkward
and painful, not easily achieved. But, after years of alternation of
allegiance and attention between the inward and outward, periods
of “dawning simultaneity” begin to occur and it becomes second
nature “to walk in the Light, as He is in the Light, and so to
become children of the Light.”

Another closely related element of his message is his call to
prayer without ceasing. He points out that external and verbalized
prayers clearly cannot be maintained continuously but that
“inward attitudes, secret ejaculations of the heart” can be prac-
ticed continually. At such times words only detract.

In his essay on The Reality of the Spiritual World he suggests
other forms of inward prayer, prayers in which daily and hourly
we inwardly offer ourselves up to God, or prayers of inward song
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in which we sing and make melody in our hearts to the Lord;
prayers of inward listening—being still and knowing that He is
God, alert for His faintest whisper; or prayers of inward carrying:
a special form of intercession for others sustained for months or
years; and infused prayers—a combination of immediate divine
inspiration and outward words. To him infused prayer was the
most inspired form. Of it he once said:

Most of the time we ourselves seem to pick the theme of our
prayers. We seem to be the conscious initiators. ... But there
come amazing times in the practice of prayer when our theme . . .
is laid upon us, as if initiated by God himself. This is an astonish-
ing experience. It is as if we were being prayed through by a
Living Spirit. . .. Do we pray or does God pray through us? I
know not. All I can say is, prayer is taking place and we are
graciously permitted to be within the orbit.

Consequently lives are changed, hostilities melted, world-
renewing forces released.

Holy Obedience

The heart of Thomas Kelly’s message, however, is found in his
call to holy obedience—lives lived from the Center.

Written in the margin of one of his favorite devotional books
were his pencilled words: “Be thou my willl” That phrase is a
{)récis of a glorious passage from Psalm 40:8 which Tom Kelly
oved to quote, “I delight to do thy will, O my God, yea thy law is
within my heart.”

In these words Thomas Kelly calls us to a life of holy obedience:

Meister Eckhart wrote: “There are plenty to follow our Lord
half-way, but not the other half. They will give up possessions,
friends, and honors, but it touches them too closely to disown
themselves.” It is just this astonishing life which is willing to fol-
low Him the other half, sincerely to disown itself, this life which
intends complete obedience, without any reservations, that 1
would propose to you in all humility, in all boldness, in all
seriousness.

He called such commitment “revolutionary explosiveness” and
“breathtaking.” Of its results he said:

The life that intends to be wholly obedient, wholly submissive,
wholly listening, is astonishing in its completeness. Its joys are
ravishing, its peace profound, its love enveloping, its simplicity
that of a trusting child. It is the life and power in which the
prophets and apostles lived. It is the life and power of Jesus of
Nazareth. ... And it is a life and power that can break forth in
this tottering western culture and return the Church to its rightful
place as a fellowship of creative, heaven-led souls.
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Tom Kelly described two gateways to holy obedience—one pas-
sive, the other active. The former he described as explosive, often
sweeping over us, unbidden. Of it he says:

It is an overwhelming experience to fall into the hands of this
living God, to be invaded to the depths of one’s being by His
presence, to be without warning, wholly uprooted. . . . One knows
now why Pascal wrote, in the center of his greatest moment, the
single word—“Fire.” . . .

But he asserted that most of us have to be broken by struggle and
suffering. Hence we enter holy obedience through its active gate.

Tom Kelly described four steps to active holy obedience. The
first is a “flaming vision” of God. Second, we must begin where we
are. Third, we must waste no time in self-recrimination. Finally,
we must, as he phrased it, “Learn to live in the passive voice.”

In contrast to some authorities on the inner life, who stressed
self-effacement and crunching humiliation as the true source of
humility, he defined such a state as “holy blindedness.” It is a bold
humility in which we fix our inward eye so intently on the Eternal
that we see nothing but Light.

To him the fruits of holy obedience are humility, holiness,
entrance into suffering, simplicity, and joy.

Of these “fruits” he spoke and wrote pungently and powerfully.
On purity he said:

The blinding purity of God in Christ—how captivating, how
compelling it is! The pure in heart shall see God? More, they who
see God shall cry out to become pure in heart even as He is pure,
with all the energy of their souls.

On suffering, he wrote:

The times are too tragic, God’s sorrow is too great, man’s night
is too dark, the Cross is too glorious for us to live as we have
lived in anything short of holy obedience....And if we are
utterly humble, we may be given strength to be obedient even
unto death, yea the death of the Cross.

On simplification of life, he maintained that our problem is
basically an inner rather than an outer one:

We are trying to be several selves at once, without. .. being
organized by a single, mastering Life within us. Each of us tends
to be, not a single self, but a whole committee of the many selves
within us. ... (But) life from the Center is a life of unhurried
peace and power. It is simple. It is serene. It is amazing. It is tri-
umphant. It is radiant. It takes no time but it occupies all our
time. . . . And when our little day is done, we lie down quietly in
peace. . . .

On joy he declared:
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Christians who don’t know an inner pentecostal joy are living
contradictions of Christianity. .. .I'd rather be jolly St. Francis
hymning his canticle to the sun than a dour old sobersides Quaker
whose diet would appear to have been spiritual persimmons.

In another essay he rejoiced in a further discovery—that those
who have committed themselves fully to holy obedience find
themselves gathered in a fellowship of the blessed community of
the children of God. He speaks of the “glad amazement” of such
a fellowship and the surprise that the Kingdom of God becomes
such a present reality that we can feel its life-blood pulsing in our
veins.

Powerfully he calls us to commitment and the complete dedica-
tion of our lives to the Eternal. Perhaps we can best close this sec-
tion on his message with one of the most moving of his appeals:

Let me talk very intimately and very earnestly with you about
Him who is dearer than life. Do you really want to live your lives,
every moment of your lives, in His Presence? Do you long for
Him, crave Him? Do you love His Presence? Does every drop of
blood in your body love Him? Does every breath you draw
breathe a prayer, a praise to Him? Do you sing and dance within
yourselves, as you glory in His love? Have you set yourself to be
His, and only His, walking every moment in holy obedience? I
know I'm talking like an old-time evangelist, but I can’t help
that. . . . Is love steadfastly directed toward God, in our minds, all
day long? Do we intersperse our work with gentle prayers and
praises to Him? Do we live in the steady peace of God, a peace
down at the very depths of our souls . . .? This life, this abiding,
enduring peace that never fails, this serene power and unhurried
conquest—inward conquest over ourselves, outward conquest
over the world—is meant to be ours.

The Story of His Life

The fruits of holy obedience, so evident in his last years to all
who knew him through his spoken or written words, did not
appear suddenly. They ripened slowly and over a period of years.
Let us trace that process quickly.

Thomas Raymond Kelly was born on a farm near Londonderry,
Ohio, June 4, 1893. His parents had met through the matchmaking
efforts of the minister of the Londonderry and Turtle Creek
Friends Meetings. To the Kellys was born a girl, Mary Evelyn,
}ihrree years older than Thomas. He was the second child and the

st son.

Those who knew Tom as a boy say that he was “a jolly, happy,
unaffected youth, with a contagious laugh, seeing the fun in every-
thing.” If the situation became serious, however, he quickly
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became thoughtful.

He, his sister Mary, and the neighborhood children played by
the hour under a large maple tree in the farmyard, communicatin
often in a language they devised, known as “the Dutch language.’
Because their parents were involved in religious activities, they
often played “church” and Tom was always the preacher. On one
occasion, after they had attended a baptism in a church of another
denomination, they imitated that service in the horse trough, with
several chickens and the family cat losing their lives. And once,
when some neighbor girls visited Mary, they decided to sleep on
the porch roof in the bright moonlight. Awakened from their slum-
ber by a gentle “rain,” they retreated into the house wondering
how it could be raining on such a moonlit night. Later they
lealrlned that the prankster behind the hose nozzle was young Tom
Kelly.

But this idyllic life was shattered for four-year-old Tom by the
death of his father from massive internal hemorrhaging. For six
years the Kelly family stayed on the farm. Then they moved to
Wilmington, Ohio where Madora Kelly hoped to find work and
where the children would be able to obtain a good education.

That move was made in 1903. Madora Kelly took a business
course in Columbus and became a secretary at the Irwin Auger
Bit Company in Wilmington, earning $5 a week. Able eventually
to build a house on College Street, she saw both Mary and Tom
through high school and Wilmington College, an institution under
the care of the Wilmington Yearly Meeting of Friends.

In later years Tom Kelly envied Lael’s life as a girl with the
security and peace of a full family. He was fortunate in having
two elderly men Friends, Denson Barrett and Jacob Hunt, who
helped to fill the void in his life caused by the death of his father.

As a boy and young man Tom Kelly was interested in gadgets
and he and his friend, Tasso Morgan, built a wireless set and com-
municated with each other from their homes on opposite sides of
the college campus. Clarence Pickett remembered that as a teen-
ager Tom would drive his motorcycle at breakneck speed across
the campus, shouting, “Oh boy, oh boy!” as he rode.

In those early years he played tennis, baseball, and football. And
he found part-time work at the Farquhar Furnace Company and
became a skilled sheet-metal worker.

Following up on his major interest in the physical sciences from
high school days, he majored at Wilmington College in chemistry.
He said that he “loved chemistry” and he almost lived in the lab,
where he was an assistant.

Even though endowed with superior intellectual abilities, he
achieved academic excellence only through rigorous discipline
and strenuous study. His efforts, however, paid off by his being

151

>



given a scholarship for post-graduate work at Haverford College,
a well-known Quaker institution near Philadelphia.

At Wilmington College he also continued his work as an active
evangelical Christian, serving in the Y.M.C.A. all four years and
helping to establish the Young Friends Movement of Wilmington
Yearly Meeting. After graduating from Wilmington College, he
spent the summer of 1913 holding meetings and conferences
throughout the yearly meeting as its first Young Friends Secretary.

At Haverford College he came under the spell of Rufus M.
Jones, its renowned professor of philosophy. They shared a deep
concern for the spiritual renewal and future of the Religious Soci-
ety of Friends. And Rufus Jones” enthusiasm for mystical religion
communicated to Thomas Kelly both the cosmic vision of the
medieval mystics and the conviction that the early Quakers were
born of that tradition. Thus Tom Kelly found a lifelong friend and
spiritual guide and shifted from chemistry to philosophy for his
master’s degree.

Rufus Jones helped him to find a job at Pickering College, a
Quaker, coeducational, secondary boarding school in New Market,
Ontario, Canada where Tom Kelly taught English and science.
While there he committed himself to go to Japan as a missionary.
Not happy in his first year at Pickering in his role as a dorm master
and “policeman,” he took part with a colleague in several esca-
pades which disturbed the administration. So he decided to stay
one more year at Pickering to atone for his previous rebelliousness.

During that second year he became increasingly concerned with
the needs of Quakers in the United States. To train for such ser-
vice, he entered the Hartford Theological Seminary in Connecti-
cut in the fall of 1916.

His first years there were a curious combination of hi-jinks with
his friends, seasoned with some studying. Meanwhile, with serious
purpose, he continued his Young Friends work in the summers.

so during that period he was introduced to the family of Her-
bert Macy, a Congregational minister in nearby Newington, Con-
necticut. Soon the Macy residence became a home-away-from-
home for him as well as for several other seminarians. In time Tom
fell in love and became engaged to Lael Macy, the youngest of
four sisters.

In his book about his father, Thomas Kelly: A Biography, Rich-
ard M. Kelly wrote:

Lael Macy had a keen, practical mind. By temperament she
provided an admirable balance for Thomas Kelly, whose restless
mind, passion for study, and travel needed the kind of stabiliza-
tion that only a wife of Lael Macy’s disposition could give. ...
Though she never fully shared his heights of intellectual ambition
or religious vision, she fully supported and encouraged him
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throughout the years of struggle and sacrifice and they shared a
rich life of love and devotion.

His Work in Britain in World War I

When the United States entered World War I in April, 1917,
Tom Kelly felt called to do some type of service abroad and he
obtained a job through the Y.M.C.A. in one of their canteens in an
army camp in Great Britain. During the day he ran the canteen
and in the evenings he held meetings or counselled with the
servicemen.

Transferred to another camp, the officers showed little interest
in the spiritual life of the men and soon exhibited open prejudice
against the Quakers and pacifists in the Y.M.C.A. work.

Eventually he was transferred to work with prisoners-of-war
from Germany. But his views and those of several of his colleagues
also upset those in authority and the Y.M.C.A. workers were all
fired. Returning to the United States, his wry reaction to this
rejection was:

The long and short of it is that the Y.M.C.A. is not the place for
people of our convictions. ... You know that the Quakers are
about the most misguided, unpatriotic, society of traitors that the
devil ever let loose upon an innocent Christian (warlike) world.
... For men of that stamp to have access to the camps is “danger-
ous!” The result was that we came home.

Back at the Hartford Seminary: 1918-1919
and at Wilmington College: 1919-1921

By now he had a growing conviction that college teaching
should be his goal. So he studied hard at the seminary and devoted
much time to helping both of Lael’'s parents, who were not well.

Turning down the offer of a fellowship to study for a Ph.D. at
the Hartford Seminary, he and Lael were married the day after
his graduation and in the fall of 1919 they moved to Wilmington,
Ohio where he was to teach philosophy and Bible. This was great
for his mother, who had remarried, and for his sister Mary, who
was now Mrs. Francis Farquhar.

But this move brought with it keen disappointment. Thomas
Kelly found his students academically weak and the atmosphere
of the small town of Wilmington oppressive.

In Pursuit of His Ph.D.
So it was back to Hartford in passionate pursuit of the Ph.D.
Meanwhile he preached in a nondenominational church in Wilson,

Connecticut.
In his work for the doctorate, he was guided by his mentor and
friend, Professor A. L. Gillett, who persuaded him to write his
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dissertation on The Place of Value Judgements in the Philosophy
of Hermann Lotze. For that undertaking he had to immerse him-
self in German, a study which was aided by his work with the
prisoners-of-war in Great Britain.

Confident in the ability of his student as the day for the oral
defense of his Ph.D. approached, Professor Gillett told his col-
leagues that they were in for a treat and to watch for “the agile,
well-trained mind” of Thomas Kelly. But on that day Tom experi-
enced one of his “woozy spells,” his “mind blanked; he could not
even remember his own name.” Mercifully he was given a second
chance and passed with the expected brilliance.

His Work in Germany and at Earlham College

In January, 1924, President Edwards offered him a job in phi-
losophy at Earlham College in Richmond, Indiana. But at the
same time the American Friends Service Committee asked Tom
and Lael Kelly to go to Germany for 15 months to close the exten-
sive child-feeding program Friends had conducted there and to
establish a Quaker International Center in Berlin. Earlham Col-
lege was willing to wait and so the Kellys went to Germany to
accomplish those two tasks, as well as to help establish the Ger-
many Yearly Meeting in 1925.

Moving to Earlham, he threw himself into his teaching and
enjoyed it for several months. He and Lael built a house on Col-
lege Avenue and a daughter, Lois, was born there in 1928. Among
their friends, the well-known poet, E. Merrill Root, and his wife,
were the closest. About Tom Kelly in that period, Professor Root
wrote:

He was in rebellion against what seemed to him the churchli-
ness or institutionalism of the self-consciously religious; he was a
bit brash and brusque . .. and a bit too confident of the logical
and scientific approach to truth. ... He always desired . .. to be
a great scholar. . .. He was not wholly happy his last years at
Earlham because he desired a larger college or university. ... He
delighted in earth’s incongruities. . . . He laughed with the rich,
hearty abandon of wind and sun upon the open prairie. I have
never heard richer, heartier laughter than his.

Margaret McCoy, one of his students, described him in this
way:

He was a great teacher—always eager, ardent, alive in the class-
room. I remember still one of his students who said in 1934, “Pro-
fessor Kelly is going to grow all the time.”

In recent years he had been gaining a vision of Quakerism “as
essentially a mystical fellowship which transcends the ordinary
barriers of religious organization” and a realization of “the mean-
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ing of the universal presence of the Inner Light. .. in every man,
the essential Christ in all people.”

So the strictures of evangelical Quakerism in Indiana began to
weigh upon his spirit, and his disillusionment with the failure of
his Earlham colleagues and Friends in the mid-west to respond to
this vision created in him a sense of loneliness and isolation. He
was ready to move on, hopefully to a post in an eastern college
where he could continue his scholarship and be challenged fully
by his colleagues and students.

His Additional Study at Harvard

Earlham granted him a leave of absence to study at Harvard in
1930. On a small fellowship and borrowed money, the little family
moved to Cambridge, Massachusetts. There he added to their
meager funds by preaching in Fall River. Then he was able to
extend for another year his time at Harvard because he had
obtained a teaching post at Wellesley College, nearby, where a
professor of philosophy was on a leave of absence.

At Harvard he revelled in the study of philosophy with such
renowned scholars as William E. Hocking, Clarence 1. Lewis, and
Alfred North Whitehead. Each day brought fresh insights and a
new expressiveness in his writing. Intrigued by Whitehead’s inter-
est in the French philosopher, Emile Meyerson, Tom Kelly
decided to write his thesis on Explanation and Reality in the
Philosophy of Emile Meyerson.

His Return to Earlham College and on to Hawaii

Disappointed that no position had been offered him elsewhere,
Tom Kelly returned to Earlham. There he hurled himself, in every
free moment, into his study of Meyerson.

Imagine, then, his dismay to hear from Harvard that he had
been denied the right to stand for his Ph.D. because he already
had such a degree from Hartford. In reply he wrote the most
pleading and persuasive letter of his life. It must have been con-
vincing because the Harvard faculty reversed themselves and per-
mitted him to proceed.

In the summer of 1934 he delivered a series of lectures at Pendle
Hill, the Quaker study and retreat center near Philadelphia, on
The Quest for Reality. Those talks were well received but they
exhibited an undercurrent of uncertainty and pessimism. Their
dominant mood was a rationalistic approach to ultimate reality.
Spiritually he was approaching the low point of his life.

In December, 1934, he suffered a nervous breakdown. His life
as a “work-aholic” had caught up with him. The root causes were
his disappointment at having to return to Earlham and the tug-of-
war between his yearning for scholarship and his desire for spiri-
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tual perfection. He met his classes but spent most of his time in
bed, reading detective stories omnivorously to try to forget his
problems.

To add to his woes, Harvard turned down his request to stand
for his oral examination. They could not understand his anxious
craving for that second Ph.D. In fact, Professor Whitehead con-
fided to Lael that Tom’s passion for philosophy was misdirected.
Sensing his true state better than Tom himself, Whitehead felt
that Tom’s true interest lay in religion.

An offer just at that time for him to teach at the University of
Hawaii sent his spirit soaring. What an opportunity! That cross-
roads center of culture would enable him to develop his long-
standing concern to study and teach Asian philosophies. To him
western philosophies lay too much stress on detached theorizing
about life, whereas Asian philosophies insist on commitment to
and experience of the philosophy espoused. Here, too, his health
should improve.

But he was disappointed on both counts. Soon he became disil-
lusioned with the lackadaisical attitude of many of the University
of Hawaii faculty members toward scholarship, and new health
problems arose. Sinus trouble developed and the depression of the
previous year threatened to overtake him.

Nevertheless he steeped himself in the philosophies of China
and India and was able to help revive the Honolulu Friends Meet-
ing. And, in February of 1936, Richard Macy Kelly was born.

An Invitation to Haverford College and His Failure at Harvard

In the midst of that new crisis period, he received a letter from
William W. Comfort, the president of Haverford College, offering
him a teaching position in philosophy. What a lift to his embattled
soul that letter brought. His lifelong ambition to be in a prestigi-
ous college with high academic standards and able students was
about to be fulfilled. Joy flooded over him.

Delighted with his teaching and the ability of his students at
Haverford, he added Chinese and Indian thought to the depart-
ment curriculum, with the encouragement of his colleague, Doug-
las Steere.

Furthermore, he was soon appointed to committees in Philadel-
phia Yearly Meeting and he became involved in the work of the
American Friends Service Committee. Plans were developing for
him to make a trip to Germany under the auspices of the A.F.S.C.
to visit the Quakers, caught in the maelstrom of Nazi tyranny.

But that autumn he made a fateful and climactic journey to
Cambridge, Massachusetts to defend his doctoral dissertation.
There the same kind of amnesia and mental lapse that had
plagued his oral defense at Hartford, returned. He went into one
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of those “woozy spells,” his mind blanked, and he became inco-
herent. The examining committee judged his performance so
unsatisfactory that they denied him the degree and informed him
that he would never be permitted to stand for it again.

So crushed by this irreversible failure, he was on the verge of
suicide. But close friends came to his rescue. President Comfort
and Professor Steere walked the athletic fields at Haverford Col-
lege all night with him, pleading, cajoling, reassuring him. They
told him that his gifts as a teacher were recognized, that his pub-
lished study of Meyerson was brilliant, that he was beloved by
many, and one Ph.D. was good enough. Furthermore, they said,
the Harvard experience would not be made known and therefore
would not handicap him.

The New Man

Sometime in November or December of 1937 “the cliffs caved in
and filled a chasm.” The inward war ended. The scholar and the
spiritually minded man became a whole new person. The “fire” of
the Holy Spirit illuminated his life. The miracle he had vowed he
would make of his life had occurred.

He knew now completely and first-hand what it meant “to be
drowned in the overwhelming seas of the love of God. Words
from the Psalms frequented his lips—All thy waves and billows
have gone over me’.” He impressed those of us who knew him best
with his radiant enthusiasm, his call to commitment, his humor,
and his fresh turn of phrases.

He was a new man.

Plunging into Suffering in Germany
In the summer of 1938 he travelled the length and breadth of
Nazi Germany on a trip sponsored by the American Friends Ser-
vice Committee. He spoke to small groups of Quakers and visited
with them in their homes.
In response to the overwhelming suffering he encountered, he
said:

Suffering of the body is only the vestibule of suffering. Suffer-
ing of the soul, of spirit, is terrible. This is our mission here, I feel,
as foreign visitors—to minister in our blind way to this spiritual
suffering. Dear people, how I love them! Dear people, how they
suffer!

That summer he delivered the Richard Cary Lecture at the Ger-
many Yearly Meeting at Bad Pyrmont, a talk he had written in
German. Fortunately most of that message is still available as the
chapter on The Eternal Now and Social Concern, found in A Tes-
tament of Devotion.
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A few German Friends were disturbed that he should “conde-
scend” to speak words of comfort to them, coming as he did from
a comfortable, unthreatened existence in affluent America. But
because he had endured his own crucible of suffering, most had
their flagging spirits strengthened and their faith renewed by his
presence and words.

Through that experience in Germany his spirit probed new
depths. In spite of the suffering there came to him a profound
sense of inward joy. He wrote, “I seem at last to have been given
peizce.”! What a setting for finding the Lord’s peace he had sought
so long

Summarizing those three months in Germany, he said:

I have never had such a soul-overturning summer or period as
this. Every day has brought amazing experience . . . with people
who have stirred me to the depths. It is not merely heroism. It is
depth of consecration, simplicity of faith, beauty in the midst of
poverty and suffering, that shames us. I have met some giant
souls. . . . One can’t be the same again. One Frenchman is one of
the profoundest mystics I have met. The amazing life of inner
spirit which he has, makes me leap for joy. For something of the
same sort has been happening to me and I have been ploughed
down to depths I have never known.

Lael Kelly and Robert Whitehead, Tom Kelly’s brother-in-law
and a Congregational minister, met the boat on which he returned
from Germany. As the two men talked that evening, Robert White-
head felt that by comparison he had no religion at all, so over-
whe]ming was the depth of the religious experience Tom
described.

Those Last Three Glorious Years

Upon his return from that deepening experience abroad, people
sensed that something had happened to him.

In his teaching he continued to command the respect of his stu-
dents because of his erudition, his well-organized lectures, his
clear delivery, and his dynamic commitment to his subject. On the
other hand, his natural exuberance poured forth with a new free-
dom. As a totally integrated person, he could now just be himself,
with all the ingenious straightforwardness that implied. He habit-
ually peppered his lectures with humorous stories and jokes and
laughed at them uproariously himself. But such simplicity was
sometimes disturbing to some of the sophisticated, critical, and
cynical students of that day. By them he was dubbed “St. Thomas.”
But he was fully accepted by his colleagues on the faculty, even
though the depth of his fervor did not speak to the condition of
some of them.

158



He did speak to the condition of some students. I was one of
them. My first Sunday as a freshman at Haverford College, I
attended the Haverford Friends Meeting. Only two messages
welled up out of the silence. The first was a moving quotation by
Rufus Jones from the 91st Psalm and a commentary on it. After a
seasonable pause, Tom Kelly rose and did the same with the latter
part of the 73rd Psalm:

So foolish was I and ignorant, I was as a beast before Thee.
Nevertheless thou art continually with me. ... Whom have I in
heaven but thee? There is none on earth that I desire beside thee.
My flesh and my heart may fail, but God is the strength of my
heart and my portion forever.

The power and the fervor with which those words poured forth
from Tom Kelly’s lips ignited and seared my soul. I have never
forgotten them; they are a part of my inner being. That week was
my birthday and what a birthday present that was.

Emboldened by the impact of that message and my recollec-
tions of a retreat for Seniors at Westtown, led by Thomas Kelly, I
went to his apartment and asked him if he would be willing to
organize a discussion group of Haverford and Bryn Mawr stu-
dents, similar to the one conducted at Westtown in the home of
Albert and Helen Baily. He was overjoyed at that prospect and
such a group was formed. Together we read and absorbed some of
the great classics of Christian devotion. Those hours of contempla-
tive inward listening were followed by a social time, with Lael
Kelly providing simple refreshments. And sometimes we would
listen to and talk about Tom Kelly’s recently purchased recordings
of Gregorian chants. He also often urged “The Gang”—as he called
us—to go out on projects of service and ministry to surrounding
Meetings and communities. Such was our incomparable college
experience with Thomas Kelly.

He also poured himself with new energy into his committee
work with the American Friends Service Committee, where he
became chairman of its Fellowship Council and developed a spe-
cial concern to open a Friends Center in Shanghai.

But it was even more in his writing and speaking that he grew
most and exerted the widest influence.

Pendle Hill published a pamphlet on The Reality of the Spiri-
tual World which drew on the lectures he had given there in 1934,
But the booklet rang more clearly now with his new cosmic call
to religious commitment and to a life of continual prayer.

In January, 1938, he had delivered three lectures at the Coulter
Street Friends Meeting in Germantown-Philadelphia. Those who
attended were filled with awe. As one of them, Margaret Cary,
said, “This is authentic.” Now every message in Meetings for Wor-
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ship, every speaking engagement, and every article was a sum-
mons to holy obedience, a call to commitment. He spoke now with
the authority born of personal experience.

At this point in his ministry he struggled to rid himself of “the
learned phrase” and “the scholarly allusion” and to speak the
simple language of the heart.

He also learned in that final illuminated period of his life that
one has to endure times of spiritual aridity and apparent abandon-
ment by the Holy Spirit—to walk in the shadows as well as in the
sunshine.

Tom Kelly’s new depth of commitment also found joyous expres-
sion through his manual skills. At Haverford he became a master
of “orange crate” carpentry for his children, “producing complete
sets of hand carved ‘Winnie the Pooh’ characters, doll cribs, train
tunnels, and cow barns.”?

But Tom’s special delight was “Brightwater,” the family’s sum-
mer cottage on Casco Bay on the Maine coast, set “amid the cool
beauty of green spruce, fir, and salt air.” There he spent hours
caulking and painting an old lobsterman’s boat, only to see it sink
on its first launch. Under the cottage porch he built a private room
for daughter Lois in the style of a ship’s cabin, handcarving all its
fixtures. In its own way “Brightwater” truly expressed “his new
found peace and security.”

His Life a Miracle?

Did Thomas Kelly’s life, “hopelessly committed to the life of a
scholar” for so long, become the “miracle” he longed for it to be
back in 1913 on the porch of Rufus and Elizabeth Jones’ home? I
think it did. Some vicarious service has been accomplished by that
small group who met with him at Haverford College. Much more
has been accomplished by the publication of A Testament of
Devotion, prepared for final publication by his close friend, Doug-
las Steere. That little volume has become a Christian classic of
devotional literature in our day. The fact that the book got pub-
lished was a miracle.

Perhaps it is fitting to conclude this tribute to Thomas R. Kelly
with a quotation from an unpublished lecture entitled Have You
Ever Seen a Miracle? A pertinent section says:

Have you ever seen a miracle? I have. Have you ever seen the
water of the ordinary human nature changed into the wine of
divine creative living? I have. Have you ever seen men and
women whose outer world was repellent, or tragic, or barren, or
hopeless, yet who walked—triumphant, radiant, released, undis-

1This material is taken from Richard M. Kelly’s volume on Thomas Kelly.
A Biography.
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mayed, living constructively, as if they were already in Eternity,
and drew their encouragement from time? I have. We all have.
Such persons have meat to eat that the world knows not of. Their
secret of life is not outside them or around them,; it is within them.
In a rocky land they have a well of water springing up within
them unto Eternal Life. Are you such a miracle of radiant eternity
lived in the midst of time? Am I such a miracle?

I think Thomas R. Kelly’s life became such a miracle.
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