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Introduction by Rhian Parry, Dolgellau 

This is the second lecture in a series organised at the National Eisteddfod by the Meeting of Friends in Wales, the 
body that represents the Religious Society of Friends in Wales. 

Huw is originally from Cardiff, though he spent formative years between 10 and 15 years of age in Bangor and 
importantly at Ysgol Dyffryn Ogwen, Bethesda, before moving back to Cardiff and the very different Ysgol 
Rhydfelen. The son of the late Trefor M. Owen, former curator of the Museum of Welsh Life, Huw says that that has  
given him a good vaccination against being infected by a longing and overdose of romanticism for the past, but 
regrets that he has not inheriting his father's academic skills. 

He was one of the lesser disciples of that complete man, Dewi Prys Thomas at the Welsh School of Architecture, 
and was an inspiration to him as he was to many other young architects of the period. Dewi Prys insisted that 
architecture was to be seen on every page in the newspaper not just in the 'architecture' column. This principle that 
holds true in many fields, I'm sure. 

Huw moved back to North Wales - to Mynytho - to work ... and to marry Mair. He established, in 1984 - with 
Gareth Dobson - the architectural practice Dobson: Owen in Pwllheli, engaged mainly, on behalf of or in the 
interests of society and of the local community in West Gwynedd. 

He has been a member of many arts organisations over the years - Gweled, the Welsh language Arts Society, the 
visual arts standing panel of the National Eisteddfod and Oriel Mostyn Council. Step by step, his work and his 
interest converged as he saw that the creative possibilities in architecture are considerably broader than just 
building design, and he has been working in that field in particular for the last five years. 

In 2011 he left the firm to specialise in creative work on the cusp of art, landscape and interpretation, still using 
architectural analysis and skills but not concentrating to the same extent on buildings. 

Raised a Wesla (Wesleyan methodist) in Bethel Chapel, in Cardiff, he says he benefitted greatly from the fact that 
the church had met for a while at the Unitarian Chapel in West Grove, where he learned a bit about a 
broadminded religion that was not based on dogma. After moving to Pen Llŷn to live, he began to attend the 
Quakers' meeting in Pwllheli, and has now been a member for over thirty years. 

He likes to say, I know, that he was attracted by a body of people who, instead of offering answers, asked questions 
and that that was in keeping with the idea of ‘the ‘Search’' that was familiar to him in his daily work, as well as in 
his spiritual life. Perhaps the idea of a continuous search is familiar to him from his pursuit of the best therapy 
ever - playing the saxophone - searching for the truth in a melodies between the melodies and in chords beyond 
the chords. 

A quick word about the Quakers, to those of you who are not, perhaps, familiar with the Friends. Although well-
known to most through the books of Marion Eames - ‘Y Stafell Ddirgel’ (translated as ‘The Secret Room’) and ‘Y 
Rhandir Mwyn' (translated as ‘The Fair Wilderness’) - we're still here! Groups of people who meet together in silence, 
which search together for a real experience in the spiritual dimension, and which influences how we live. A body 
that eschews a corporate belief, but which facilitates the touch of the individual by the Divine, and who, in general, 
tend to avoid interpreting that touch in language and in rigid structures. Discipline is, therefore, important to the 
Quaker - self discipline - and Huw, I think, wants to venture in that direction by talking about 'The Moment, the 
Hour and the Hole in the Roof’. 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the moment, the hour and the hole in the roof 
Nid oes son am yr Eiliad 
Yn llyfr un ysgolhaig. 
Peidia'r afon â rhedeg  
A gwaedda'r graig 
Ei bod hi'n dyst 
I bethau ni welodd llygad 
Ac ni chlywodd clust. 

Awel rhwng yr awelon 
Haul o'r tu hwnt i'r haul, 
Rhyfeddod y gwir gynefin 
Heb dro, heb draul 
Yn cipio'r llawr - 
Gwyddom gan ddyfod yr Eiliad 
Ein geni i'r Awr 

There is no mention of the Moment 
in any scholar's book. 
The brook stops flowing 
and the rock proclaims 
that she is witness 
to things not seen by eye 
nor heard by ear. 

A breeze between the breezes 
A sun between the suns 
The wonder of the true habitat 
undisfigured, unworn 
taking the floor - 
We know by the coming of the Moment 
That we are born to the Hour. 

And that explains part of the title - ‘The Moment’ by Waldo Williams. I'm not an academic. I am an 
‘architect with one foot in art’. I’m here to share my experience, after having searched in various 
fields to see what other people had to say. There is no guarantee, either, that any other Quaker 
on the face of the earth agrees with me. 

I am eager to consider the idea of the Moment, its part in the spiritual search, and the similarity 
between the spiritual search and the artist's search. I then want to look briefly at the work of one 
special artist who may throw some light on the field. A series of ideas, and I expect you to fill in 
the gaps - just a little. 

- - - - - - - - - - - - 
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I come across the Moment regularly. Sometimes after looking for it. Sometimes unexpectedly; 
with the family; when playing my saxophone. 

I can not tell you what the Moment is, exactly ; it depends on the circumstances, but it's a similar 
experience to walking along a forest path, and the trees are everywhere close by but suddenly I 
can see, far away, into the middle of the trees. I don’t think that the Moment is the same as a 
‘conversion' of some sort. I'm not sure I understand exactly that experience is. The Moment is not, 
of necessity, a 'spiritual' experience, although it can be. Where do you draw the line? 

What is significant is that it is an ‘experience'. Something to grasp, rather than something that has 
been made by logic, although the experience can be an abstract one. It's part of us, of our nature 
and texture. This is how our minds developed, and how we deal with the world around us. 

Perhaps, as an 'architect with one foot in art', I am more likely to be able to perceive space, how 
we respond to it and how we move through it. That is, probably, one of my basic skills, and I may 
have accordingly, an interest in looking at how the process works, perhaps. 

I'm not alone. I was delighted when I came across one of R.S. Thomas’s poems 'Bright Field' : 

I have seen the sun break through  
to illuminate a small field 
for a while, and gone my way  
and forgotten it. But that was the pearl  
of great price, the one field that had  
the treasure in it. I realise now 
that I must give all that I have 
to possess it. Life is not hurrying 

on to a receding future, nor hankering after 
an imagined past. It is the turning 
aside like Moses to the miracle 
of the lit bush, to a brightness 
that seemed as transitory as your youth 
once, but is the eternity that awaits you.  

Gwelais yr haul yn torri drwodd 
i oleuo cae bychan 
am ennyd, ac euthum yn fy mlaen 
a’i anghofio. Ond hwn oedd y berl 
odidog werth, yr unig gae ag ynddo 
drysor. Deallaf nawr 
fod rhaid i mi roi’r oll sydd gennyf 
i’w feddiannu. Nid brysio yw bywyd 

ymlaen i ddyfodol sy’n cilio, na chwenychu 
gorffennol dychmygol. Troi ydyw 
o’r neilltu, fel Moses, tuag at wyrth 
y berth yn llosgi, tuag at ddisgleirdeb 
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oedd i’w weld mor fyrhoedlog a’m ieuenctid 
unwaith, ond y tragwyddoldeb sydd yn fy aros ydyw. 

R.S. Thomas has experienced a real moment - something happened at a specific time in a specific 
place and in a specific context. His talent, of course - the poet's job - is to raise it to another 
dimension where he explores the nature of the experience and weaves it into a conceptual line 
full of references. And that experience brings us back to our knowledge of the experience and our 
ability to share it - The Moment. 

Waldo has other poems that refer to moments - his great poem ‘Mewn Dau Gae’ (In Two Fields’) 
most prominently of course. 

Creative work is usually ambivalent, iridescent, alive and loosely defined - and it is the observer 
that completes it - closing the circle. The artist presents work, which includes context, reference, 
craft, but it is the observer that gives it its meaning. 

A couple of years ago, I was presenting ideas for a National Trust Interpretation Centre, and was 
very eager for them not to think about the traditional solution - tasteful images on large panels, 
with slick graphics and acres of text - but to see it all as a chain of interlinked experiences, where 
the visitor was expected to make something of an effort in its interpretation. Pilgrimage was one 
of the main themes. 

We are all experts at interpreting the world about us - we do it every day - its how we 
navigate life. We look for signs and significances to help us on our way.  

We make sense of things and we look for meanings.  

Its the way we’re made.  

We gather from the myriad little bits of information a handful of significances and draw our 
own conclusions.  

We have a tendency to doubt BIG TRUTHS WRIT LARGE and we rather trust our own 
gathered stock of certainties, collected, with effort, along the way.  

This is the basis of our contemporary pilgrimage. 

I'm glad to say that they agreed with the idea, and the Centre has been a success - I would like to 
think - because of this approach. 

I turn back to this idea from time to time, not just for work, and I feel it has a spiritual message. 

This is our contemporary pilgrimage. 
- - - - - - - - - - - - 

You can begin, perhaps, to see where this path leads. If we, as individuals and as a society, gather 
information and search for significance, quite naturally and incessantly, how can this process not 
have a spiritual element to it. If we believe that we have all incorporate elements of the divine - 
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'that of God’ - as Quakers often say - then how can I discern the significance of that? Is that what 
we mean by worship? Is there one process for our everyday lives, and another for spiritual 
experience? 

For those of you who are less familiar with the Quakers - you know that we meet in worshipful 
silence, there are no priests, and that we do not define ourselves according to what we believe. 

Since the Quakers are a body, therefore, without formal patterns, as such, we have to face the 'big 
questions' without a guide or a place to hide. Therefore, we must be spiritually open, in case we 
are erroneous, and to be extremely honest with ourselves, if we are sincere. A strict discipline. 

Since the beginning, the Quakers had a tendency to avoid reliance on the meaning of words - one 
of the familiar quotes that refer to this is the words of Isaac Pennington in 1657 

And the end of words is to bring men to the knowledge of things beyond what words 
can utter. So, learn of the Lord to make a right use of the Scriptures: which is by 
esteeming them in their right place, and prizing that above them which is above them. 

Early in the Quakers' history, the pattern of the ‘Advices and Queries’ was established by the 
Society’s central executive body - 'Meeting for Sufferings' - a pattern that evolved over time into 
questions on faith issues. What appeals to me is that they are questions, not statements. Never 
stating ‘this is what you are meant to believe'. The implication is that that is one of our central 
testimonies - there are no answers, just more questions. 

I like this (Query No. 27) 

Live adventurously. When choices arise, do you take the way that offers the fullest 
opportunity for the use of your gifts in the service of God and the community? Let 
your life speak. When decisions have to be made, are you ready to join with others in 
seeking clearness, asking for God’s guidance and offering counsel to one another? 

You could believe, therefore, that this Society is a big melange of this, that and the other and 
nothing in particular, but the situation is the opposite. This is due to the fact that we worship 
together and act as a body. A process for the individual though as part of society. 

(The subject of another lecture - 'Is it through society that the divine manifests itself?’). 

When specific, detailed and firm answers are offered, it is essential for us to question: ‘Is this 
firmness justified?' 'What is the significance of the words and context?' And so on. If we accept the 
‘Answer' then that suggests that there is no need to inquire further. But if we say we accept the 
‘Answer’, are we absolutely sure we know what the question was. 

The Moment reminds us that it is in our very nature that we continue to search - and that could 
be, possibly, ‘the Hour' in Waldo’s poem. The only constant thing in our lives is 'change'. Could that 
also be R.S. Thomas’ “pearl of great price” - and that this Search is the essence of faith. 

Discuss! 
- - - - - - - - - - - - 
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Quakers - and others - have traditionally referred to the Light, or the Inward Light to try and 
overcome the problem of religious symbols and metaphors, and the limitation that being bound 
to them exerts on our awareness of the spiritual experience . 

I should make reference to the work of certain philosophers, when investigating religion without 
reference to language or narrative: 
- Martin Heidegger for the seamless relationship between awareness and the world - dasein - 
'eternal gods are not gods at all'; they have to be from this world, and there is a primary condition 
- Carl Jung on religious ritual in psychology and social patterns; 
- Rudolf Otto and his work on the numinous element in religion, and the idea of 'Das Heilige' - The 
Holy. 
-Henri Bergson and his argument that direct and religious experiences are more important than 
abstract rationalism and science to understand reality. 

I could refer to Mysticism, about Orthodox theology, the silent orders of the Catholic Church and 
many more, but I want to focus, for the time being, on the significance of light. (There is another 
lecture in each of these topics). 

Waldo explains concisely why the light is necessary for the discussion, and its nature, in his leaflet 
'Why I'm a Quaker' - a 1956 radio talk: 

By emphasising the Inner Light, we do not humanise religion too much. It is not our 
light – we receive it. As we stand, in the midst of experiences with our fellow beings, a 
light will come that causes those experiences to seem transformed. We say, in a 
clumsy way, that it is the Inner Light that has caused the transformation and we 
believe that it came from God. How do we know that we are not deceiving ourselves? 
In the end, we have nothing but our own experience to rely upon. In the end, even the 
one who accepts the most traditional religion has nothing but his own experience to 
rely on. 

George Fox (one of the founders of Quakerism) says in his diary in 1647 

Thus when God doth work, who shall let it? And this I knew experimentally. 

Query 7 of the Advices and Queries asks: 

Be aware of the spirit of God at work in the ordinary activities and experience of your 
daily life. Spiritual learning continues throughout life, and often in unexpected ways. 
There is inspiration to be found all around us, in the natural world, in the sciences and 
arts, in our work and friendships, in our sorrows as well as in our joys. Are you open 
to new light, from whatever source it may come? 

I like the idea of a great bonfire in the middle of a field, with people coming from all directions 
aware of its radiance. Defining by the centre - the bonfire - rather than at the edges - the 
boundary fence. 
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In him was life; and the life was the light of men. And the light shineth in darkness; and 
the darkness comprehended it not. John 1 (4) 

Light was the medium, and it was easy for George Fox to refer to these dynamics in that 
phraseology: 

I saw also that there was an ocean of darkness and death, but an infinite ocean of light 
and love, which flowed over the ocean of darkness. 

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -  

This, perhaps, is the artist’s field of endeavour too. The search is continuous. In an artist's career, 
every attempt at expression sits on the shoulders of earlier efforts. What is an artist is looking for? 
What we are all searching for, come to that, if the search is continuous and iterative. Is there an 
objective? Is it as easy and obvious that? 

Light is a metaphor - "the light inside"; "Illuminates our condition", "a candle kept under a vessel" - 
but it is also physical. Being in the light is a common everyday experience for everyone - sunlight, 
moonlight, candlelight, even nightclub lights! Experiencing it, and making reference to it is 
something direct and familiar. There is no need for training or textbook. Light is a common 
element, familiar to all, is easy to share and to understand. 

In a context that is open for everyone to interpret (or not) as you wish, there is a great emphasis, 
therefore, on the totality of experience rather than dwelling on details here and there. Light helps 
us be immersed in the experience entirely. To bathe ourselves entirely in our response. 

As we celebrate the tercententenary of William Williams Pantycelyn’s birth, it is worth quoting his 
words that illustrate this emphasis on experience. Hymn 194 in Caneuon Ffydd (Welsh hymnal) 
beginning with the words “Anweledig, rwy’n dy garu..” [Invisible, I love you …"] says in the second 
verse: 

‘Chlywodd clust, ni welodd llygad  
ac ni ddaeth i galon dyn 
mo ddychmygu, chwaethach deall 
natur dy hanfod di dy hun; 
eto rydwyf yn dy garu’n fwy na dim sydd is y rhod 
a thu hwnt i ddim a glywais 
nac a welais eto eriod. 

No ear has heard, no eye has seen 
nor human heart 
imagined, let alone understand 
your own essential nature; 
yet I love you more than anything in the world 
and beyond anything I ever heard 
or saw 
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I'm sure Waldo was familiar with the hymn before composing his poem, and I'm sure I hear the 
hint of that immersion in the 'real habitat' of the hymn. Pantycelyn avoids describing detail - the 
emphasis is on the experience. Not only that, but that the experience is beyond his ability to 
describe it. He submits himself absolutely. “Plyg fi!” [“Fold me”] said Ifan Roberts in his 1904 revival 
- but that's another lecture ... again. 

Of course, singing Pantycelyn’s hymn is an experience, in the company of others all around you. A 
whole audience singing together. A physical, corporate, social experience. Lost in it. Together. A 
spiritual community is fostered through the power of experience not through reason. 

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 

It has been the intention of the mainstream modern 20th century artists to search specifically for 
the experience, and to emphasise the reaction to visual work - either by being abstract or by 
being surreal, to the extent that drawing technique has reduced and concept has been increased. 
The observer has been required to work a bit harder. The 'message' has been reduced. 

As a member and chair of the National Eisteddfod's Visual Arts Standing Panel, I am very familiar 
with the argument about 'baffling', 'elitist' and 'alien' art, but I can personally testify to many 
people, every year, of no particular artistic background, responding completely openly to the work 
before them, in a positive and intelligent way, whilst those who thought they 'knew a bit' were 
more likely to dismiss such ‘rubbish’. 

So, what is the purpose of art? Is it to present an experience to share, or is it to comply with 
superficial external features? Again, I'm sure you see which direction we’re going. 

In my work - as an ‘architect with one foot in art’ (... and I need to find a new name for the 
discipline, if anyone has a suggestion ...) I'm looking at the idea of 'place' as a presence, and as a 
fact but with no causal relationship with construction. 'Invisible architecture'. Something that 
exists but does not. Something that we can respond to as if it were. Something like the horizon - 
in the words of Dewi Emrys: 

Wele rith fel ymyl rhod - o’n cwmpas 
 Campwaith dewin hynod 
Hen linell bell nad yw’n bod 
Hen derfyn nad yw’n darfod.  

Behold the virtual edge of a wheel - around us 
The masterpiece of a remarkable conjurer 
An old distant line that does not exist 
An old boundary without end. 

Although it does not have length, width or mass, it is real, nevertheless, and has other attributes - 
boundary, influence, relationship - to which we can respond. 

John Ormerod Greenwood gave the Swarthmore lecture to the London Yearly Meeting in 1978 on 
the subject 'Art and Religious Experience', and he mentions an artist of the Australian native 
tradition called Komita, and how he sat in the sun, naked and aristocratic, subtly depicting circles 
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and spirals in the sand with his finger, and talking about 'kuranita' - the essence of life - and how 
the wind would blow the deftly drawn circles away, but that the magic had happened and it would 
happen again. Something that is there, and at the same time not there. 

John Berger, the author and great professor of art world, of this year. In his book 'Ways of Seeing' 
he mentioned the mystery of artistic creation, and the difficulty of explaining it in words 

I can't tell you what art does and how it does it, but I know that often art has judged 
the judges, pleaded revenge to the innocent and shown to the future what the past 
suffered, so that it has never been forgotten….” 

The Religious Society of Friends has, at times, not been a welcoming home to the visual arts, or to 
dance, music or drama. But today there is a great variety of Quaker artists, and Quakers in Britain 
have the Quaker Arts Network. 

I wanted to talk a lot more about the difference between ’Plainness’, simplicity and Minimalism. 
Another topic, perhaps - another talk. But the point I want to make here is that the difference 
between them focusses on the intention - are they intended to comply with external choices - 
beyond the creative discipline; are they the result of a strict discipline that favours one aspect of a 
design at the expense of others, or they are - and this is the point - trying to reach the most 
inspirational solution by "joining others while looking for a clear path". Motivation and intent is 
subjective unless it is disciplined, and the Search acts as an effort to compare our actions with an 
absolute standard - have I done the right thing? 

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 

Well here we come to the Hole in the Roof! I think I like the story of the hole in the roof because 
it's about architecture. Jesus was preaching at Capernaum one time, in a house that was pressed 
full, with people outside 

And when they could not come nigh unto him for the press, they uncovered the roof 
where He was: and when they had broken it up, they let down the bed wherein the 
sick of the palsy lay. When Jesus saw their faith, he said unto the sick of the palsy, Son, 
thy sins be forgiven thee. 

This is not the architecture of temples and grand things, but ordinary ordinary architecture that 
applies to you and me. I’m sure I could talk a long while about the significance of the opening - 
some suggestion of the work of Gordon Matta Clarke, perhaps - of the significance of the 
unroofing, and of the message being released and spread through that opening, of the hole as a 
portal. Thinking too about how the house was the next morning - standing inside and seeing the 
clouds in the air through the hole - or indeed a hole in the roof in contemporary Gaza made by a 
bomb. 

That's not why I'm talking about it. The reason I raised it is because of the work of an artist called 
James Turrell. An artist who works with light, and most well-known, these days for framing a view 
of the sky from the inside of an architectural space - a room. He ticks a lot of boxes for me! 

James Turrell was born in 1943 as the son of Quakers of the Conservative tradition in California. 
He was influenced by his grandmother who encouraged him - before going into meeting, when he 
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was a young boy - to "go in and greet the Light". But he turned his back on being a Quaker as he 
become a man. He became a pilot with the Peace Corps and has loved flying ever since. He was a 
Conscientious Objector to the draft to the Vietnam war, and, in fact, spent a year in prison for 
'advising' young men on how to avoid the draft. He came back to the Quakers later in life, and now 
acknowledges that Quakerism is quite central to his work. He compares Quaker worship with his 
fondness of flying - it's like "flying with your eyes closed". 

James Turrell studied ‘perceptual psychology’ in the college in 1965 before joining the UCAL 
Studio Art Program in Irvine in 1966. One of the topics he studied in his psychology course, and 
had a significant influence on his work, was the 'Ganzfeld' effect - where psychologists study the 
change in the subject’s ability to use their senses in full, by depriving them of some element of 
their perception. For example, if the observer sees only one colour, his idea of what is real and 
not real is reversed when light of all colours comes back. The mind tries to create links and 
meaning in the unstructured information and extends beyond the information available - and 
beyond what can be reasoned. 

He had a a number of similar young artists as neighbours, who influenced each other. The group 
had a name - 'Light and Space', and among them was a slightly older artist - Robert Irwin, who 
created interventions in existing spaces that would subvert how the observer experienced them. 
He would say that the starting point of his work was the 'experiential perception’. 

the conception of an abstract thought occurs in the mind, through the concept of self 

all ideas and values have their roots in experience 

James Turrell's first works were also interventions in his studio - the old Mendota hotel in Santa 
Monica, using natural light but under control - inside the building - directing, and denying, light to 
different locations, but bit by bit he was beginning to see the light as an object in itself. 
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These works - at a time when he was establishing a name for himself - were characterised by what 
seemed to be an object on the gallery wall, with a mysterious light emanating from it - usually a 
colour, and mist, perhaps, creating an atmosphere. The observer's response was usually to ask 
how this picture on the wall could produce such an otherworldly light, and there are many stories 
from gallery assistants about how to answer this obvious question - 'put your hand on it'. The 
holder was shocked, on discovering - at only arms length to the object, that the 'picture' was a 
hole and that the light came from the space beyond. 

  
No images; no object; no visual language, so what's happening? 

Experiencing rather than seeing. The Moment. 

A moment of realisation that the nature of something is different because of our new attitude 
towards it. I do not think that James Turrell’s intention but it has opened me to the possibility of 
understanding it in that way. 

He states that light in his work is solid - a material that he can use, and focuses on using its 
physical attributes. He reminds us that we 'drink' light in the form of vitamin D, through the skin, 
and that we are heliotropic - we look at and angle towards the sun. He reminds us that we use a 
vocabulary of light to describe our spiritual experiences. He, therefore, feels considerable 
justification in claiming that we all have the ability to feel light, and that this is therefore a 
comprehensive and meaningful creative work - but with neither sermon nor message. It is close 
to the idea of pure open worship, as described by William Dewsbury in the 17G 

Therefore, dear Friends, wait in the Light, that the Word of the Lord may dwell 
plentifully in you. 
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His great masterpiece is the old volcano at Roden Crater in Arizona, where he has created an 
“empty space to work between earth and heaven, between the world and the divine, on the 
boundary between the physical and the spiritual" - not as a sermon but as an experience. He has 
been at it for 40 years, and is particularly fond of the clear clear air of the desert, where he can 
draw the stars closely around him. 

Well now then, back to the Hole in the Roof. Using the firmament in all its diversity to make 
creative work, James Turrell has established and evolved a specific form called 'Skyspace'. The 
common features are that the observer enters a closed space, and sees the sky anew through .... 
a hole in the roof! There is usually room for seating and the roof has been created in such a way 
that there is no depth of roof construction, a sort of knife edge - the sky appears, sometimes, as a 
moving wallpaper stuck to it, but as the breeze stiffens or the rain begins to drive it becomes clear 
that it's the big world outside. 

James Turrell has completed a total of 82 'Skyspace' - so far - he aims for 100, he says, to compare 
with the Quaker artist Edward Hicks of the early 19C who created a 100 versions of his well-known 
picture 'The Peaceable Kingdom’ all the same but each one different - and there’s the subject of 
another lecture! 

One of his early Skyspaces was built at Yorkshire Sculpture Park, and it was necessary to obtain 
planning permission. When one councillor asked what was the purpose of the construction, he 
was told ‘to see the sky’. He wasn’t best pleased 'but I can do it anywhere’ he said. That is the 
point, I think, and that's where it is close to the experience of silent worship - the discipline gives 
direction to the mind, and at the same time emphasises the broadness of the sky - beyond 
imagination, of course - perhaps a 'sun beyond the sun'? The Yorkshire Quakers have made a 
video about the experience called "Go inside and greet the light”.  

The first Skyspace for me to see was Cat Cairn in the Kielder forest, and it was windy and cold but 
inside the Skyspace, it was, of course, still and the autumn sun came in at the angle As my eyes 
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got used to light, the clouds flying across the firmament was the most prominent feature, and 
although I had walked there about a mile and a half, the Hole in the Roof isolated the experience, 
and expanded it at the same time. That sky was much more than one above us as we had walked 
up, because we had not noticed it. 

The Moment. 

By fully emphasising the experience, James Turrell opens the mind to a possibility coming from 
the same direction as spiritual experience. He has no message. It is we who give it meaning. 

When James Turrell was asked to contribute to building the new Live Oak Meeting House in 
Houston Texas, there was a degree of reserve that this well-known name was coming to leave his 
mark on a building that would otherwise be simple, graceful and purposeful with little decoration . 
There is a great deal of artwork in Houston - the Menil Collection, the well-known Mark Rothko 
Chapel, the Cy Twombly and Dan Flavin collections, and the Meeting may have felt that there was 
an excessive emphasis on trying to be somewhat competitive with the other art around in the 
vicinity. This may have also awoken some primitive doubt about the Quakers' witness against 
drawing vain attention to ourselves with some fancy art. Maybe? But James Turrell's patient 
reasoning convinced them. It was agreed, in the end, to have a ‘Hole in the Roof’ at the Meeting 
House, and in collaboration with the architect, has taken its place seamlessly. It is a feature of the 
building, and from time to time it is a feature of the worship, when the roof is opened. 

The building is based on North American Quaker traditional forms - in particular the Gunpowder 
Meeting House in Sparks, Maryland (1821), and Third Haven, Easton, Maryland (1681) - long 
building, simple roof, three rooms - and James Turrell’s own meeting, as it happens. 

William Hamilton, clerk of the meeting, said: 

Once we understood it as a leading, that enabled us to understand it in the way we 
think... We came to share Jim's leading, as a way of giving something to the entire 
Houston community that was important. 

It reminds us that we think that every impression comes towards us - but in fact, for example: 

we know the sky’s blueness even before we know it as ‘blue’, let alone as ‘sky’ 

Old distant line? 

Meeting House attenders feel that it brings joy and is life affirming, attributes that are very 
acceptable to those who are engaged in the Search. The Meeting House is also open at other 
times for anyone to visit - and everyone feels that it is a place of spiritual depth, of whatever 
background. I think that that is because it is a shared experience. 

James Turrell says that people are not patient enough when looking at art work - and it's very 
difficult to properly perceive his work in a glimpse. Actually, he's not very happy with people 
photographing his work because it is only the experience  that counts, any other medium is 
secondary, and reduces its power. 
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Another message for us maybe? What is the difference between the spiritual experience and our 
interpretation of it, and our attempts to try to convey it. Discuss! 

Perhaps the Moment is a realisation that it was not a representation of an experience that we had 
had but the experience itself. Not just reasoned but felt. Not an answer but more questions. 
Canon Mark Oakley of the St.Paul Cathedral recently said in the Guardian: 

the opposite of religious faith is certainty, not doubt 

There is a broad range between the divine and the mortal. The divine is beyond us, and the 
mortal contains nothing divine. We are somewhere in the middle wandering back and forth 
between the two. As the Advices and Queries say: 

The spiritual path is not one of certainty, but is rather an adventurous voyage. 

Due to the time limit, I have had to prune here and there; Rainer Maria Rilke, and Ben Pink 
Dandelion got the snip, as did the Covenant of Light, Isaac Pennington and Charles F. Carter. Lao 
Tze's words will have to wait awhile, and the poet Rumi, the Ayat An-Nur from the Qu’ran; and 
Cabaret Voltaire and even Frank Lloyd Wright who celebrates his 150th anniversary this year. 

Invisible architecture as a spiritual discipline is obvious to me, but perhaps not to everyone. This is 
the nature of the the Search. We undertake the Search on a daily basis; it gives us confidence; we 
can compare our experiences with those of others around us, and with strangers, through joint 
investigation. We see prominent truths; behind them we will look for the 'Great Truths'. We're not 
really sure about what we're looking for - but we, from the coming of the Moment, will be more 
likely to know it when we see it. 

I have looked at the artist's search for the 'truth' of situation. 

I have not used conventional religious language. I have not made sweeping statements (I hope). 
I’ve just shared my little hoard of things that I have learnt along the way. 

I haven’t given you answers - you will have to look for those yourselves. In 1694 Margaret Fell one 
of the most important founders of Quakerism - said 
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You will say, Christ saith this, and the apostles say this; but what canst thou say? Art thou 
a child of Light and hast walked in the Light, and what thou speakest is it inwardly from 
God?’ 

©Huw Meredydd Owen 2017, 2018 
for more information 

Meeting of Friends in Wales: crynwyrcymru.org.uk 
Pwllheli Quakers: crynwyrpwllehli.org 

Quakers in Britain: quaker.org.uk
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