
Max Carter

I’m one of those Quakers who reversed the historical migration of 
Friends out of the Tar Heel State to Indiana in the nineteenth century. 
Born and raised a Hoosier, I came to North Carolina in 1990 to begin 
Guilford College’s first official Office of Campus Ministry. Carters left 
the state in the 1820s; now some of us scalawags are drifting back! This 
year I am finishing my twenty-fifth year at the College and am humbled 
to be riding into retirement as the William R. Rogers Director of Friends 
Center and Quaker Studies.

This set of devotions for Fruit of the Vine is based on tours I give of 
the Quaker graveyard next to the campus—not only for my classes, 
but on Hallowe’en night! I tell the slightly nervous that Quakers are as 
benign in death as they are in life. And the Friends slumbering there 
have amazing stories to tell. Using the backdrop of Matthew 25:35-40, 
I feature here only a few of the cemetery’s residents whose lives can 
teach us so much.

Space doesn’t allow for all the stories the graveyard has to offer—or 
all the fun epitaphs (one of my favorites: “A lifelong Friend but never 
a pacifist!”). But I do include a number of Coffins! Seems appropriate.
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Sunday
October 11 For I Was Hungry

BIBLE READING: Matthew 25:35-40 

Jonathan Cox, a trustee of the New Garden Boarding School at 
the dawn of the Civil War, was a dissenting voice on the board 
as they decided to close the school. Debt had mounted to a 
staggering amount, war was on the horizon, and thousands of 
Friends had left the slave culture of the South for “free” states 
in the North. The once thriving North Carolina Quaker com-
munity was reduced to only a few thousand, and they were 
impoverished.

Along with the head of the school, Nereus Mendenhall, 
Cox could not bear the prospect of the end of Quaker educa-
tion in the Old North State and took the institution on his own 
shoulders, keeping it open throughout the Civil War—one of 
the only schools in North Carolina to remain open throughout 
the war. During that time when provisions for the boarding stu-
dents and their families were hard to come by, the student body 
subsisted at times on green corn foraged from surrounding 
fields! Jonathan’s wife Lizzie and Nereus’s wife Oriana hung 
baskets of food in the school’s woods for any hiding there—stu-
dents evading the Confederate draft, army deserters, fugitives 
from slavery. 

Throughout the South, there are monuments to “heroes” 
of the Civil War, but there are none for Lizzie Cox and Oriana 
Mendenhall (or Jonathan and Nereus). Their reward is greater.

SONG: My Shepherd Will Supply My Need
PRAYER SUGGESTION: God, help me not to hide my 

light under a basket—and where I can, to fill that basket with 
the provisions that serve my neighbor.

—Max Carter
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Monday
October 12 I Was Thirsty 

BIBLE READING: Matthew 25:35-40 

Because of her father’s decision to remain as head of the New 
Garden Boarding School during the Civil War rather than  
accept attractive offers to move to the North, Mary Menden-
hall experienced the deprivations of wartime in the South.  
The hard times did not end with the close of hostilities, ei-
ther. In a devastated landscape and economy, families had few  
resources, and education was a luxury.

Attending yearly meeting functions and later traveling 
with her husband, Lewis Lyndon Hobbs, the first president  
of Guilford College, Mary saw that daughters even of leading 
ministers among Friends were being deprived of an educa-
tion as slim finances were mustered for the training of boys. 
Committed to Friends’ testimony of equality and her familiar 
comment that “girls are of infinite importance,” Mary worked 
tirelessly to raise funds for girls’ scholarships and eventually 
oversaw the building of a cooperative residence hall for women 
so that females could work their way through Guilford College.

Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteous-
ness, certainly! But Mary also knew that women, too, hungered 
and thirsted after knowledge and that her Christian duty was to 
make sure that they were served. Generations of women have 
been the beneficiaries of Mary’s vision—and God’s vineyards 
have seen the benefit of their labors.

SONG: Fill Me Now
PRAYER SUGGESTION: God, help me to see those 

hungering and thirsting after the things I take for granted and 
help provide them to all your children.

—Max Carter
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Tuesday
October 13 I Was a Stranger 

BIBLE READING: Matthew 25:35-40

In the slave culture of the South, education among the enslaved 
was seen as a dangerous thing. Once the mind is liberated 
through learning, who knows what might come after! Perhaps 
the desire for—and means toward—freedom! Thus there were 
laws forbidding teaching literacy to enslaved Africans.

In 1821, a group of Quakers in the New Garden commu-
nity decided that, although they understood “man’s law,” they 
were obedient to a higher law and chose to ignore the prohibi-
tion against slave literacy. They opened their little brick Friends 
schoolhouse on Sabbath afternoons to teach enslaved Africans 
how to read the Bible, having approached “progressive” slave 
owners in the community with the idea.

Among the teachers in the “Sabbath School for Negroes” 
was Levi Coffin, later known for his work on the Underground 
Railroad. In his Reminiscences he records the prayer of “Uncle 
Frank,” an elderly slave who attended the opening of the 
school: “Oh, Lord, make the letters in our spelling books big 
and plain, and make our eyes bright and shining, and make our 
hearts big and strong for to learn. Make our minds sharp and 
keen; yes, Lord, as sharp as a double-edged sword, so that we 
can see clean through the book….”

Many of the teachers listed on the marker at the site of the 
school paid a high price for their commitment to the “stranger.” 
Like Coffin himself, they had to leave homes, farms, and a fa-
miliar community to move north. Indeed, they owed allegiance 
to a “higher law,” one that does not recognize the difference 
between “friend” and “stranger” but only children of God.

SONG: All God’s Creatures Got a Place in the Choir
PRAYER SUGGESTION: God, help me welcome the 

“stranger” wherever I may encounter him or her and enable 
me to make them feel authentically like a friend.

—Max Carter
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Wednesday
October 14 I Was Naked 

BIBLE READING: Matthew 25:35-40

Conditions for fugitive slaves were harsh. Often escaping en-
slavement with only the clothes on their backs, even those 
were reduced to rags by the long and harrowing flight to free-
dom. Sleeping by day and traveling by night, through thick 
underbrush and wading in rivers and streams to escape the 
bloodhounds on their trail, fugitives lived in naked fear of what 
might happen should they not make it to freedom.

Vestal Coffin, a young married farmer in the New Garden 
community, had a reputation as an avid opponent of slavery. 
He had petitioned the state legislature in support of manu- 
mission and worked tirelessly for the benefit of the enslaved. 
One night in 1819, John Dimrey came to his home seeking a 
way to freedom, and that day he became the first known “pas-
senger” on the Underground Railroad in Guilford County, and 
Vestal Coffin the first “conductor.” The New Garden communi-
ty became the center of the southernmost land terminus of the 
Underground Railroad system, able to operate so actively that 
deep in the South because of the extensive Quaker community 
that had committed itself to the antislavery cause by the 1770s.

Vestal Coffin’s action left him “naked” before the law. 
He chose, however, to be clothed in righteousness—and help 
Dimrey and others escape under cover of darkness and human 
kindness. How might we in our own day and in our own cir-
cumstances recognize the plight of others who have so little 
protection against the elements—whatever those “elements” 
might be?!

SONG: Gonna Put On My Long White Robe  
(Down by the Riverside)

PRAYER SUGGESTION: God, help me to recognize when 
“the emperor has no clothes” or, worse yet, when I don’t! Help 
me to be covered by your wisdom.

—Max Carter
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Thursday
October 15 I Was Sick 

BIBLE READING: Matthew 25:36-40

Affixed to William Coffin’s gravestone is a medallion honor-
ing him as a “Son of the American Revolution.” The whirring 
sound one hears around his marker is of the Nantucket-born 
Quaker pacifist turning in his grave!

Coffin was given the designation because he and Priscilla 
attended to dead and dying American soldiers during the Revo-
lutionary War battles that raged in the New Garden community 
March 15-16, 1781. As did many other Friends during those 
terrible times, the Coffins brought the wounded into their farm-
house, risking smallpox, “camp fever,” and the enmity of “the 
other side” as they nursed the soldiers. Some in the community 
died of the diseases contracted. A mass grave in the middle 
of the New Garden cemetery holds more than 100 British and 
American soldiers who died, buried together as a symbol of 
their brotherhood in death.

In an article in the local paper after William Coffin was 
inducted into the honorary ranks of the Sons of the American 
Revolution, it was explained how the Quaker earned the dis-
tinction. And then it went on to say that the Coffins also aided 
British soldiers, making no distinction between “friend” and 
“foe.”

Few of us are called to risk our lives in coming to the 
aid of others, but showing sympathy and care for those labeled 
“the other” can do harm to our reputations, and we often shy 
away from the challenge. Can we, like William and Priscilla 
Coffin, overcome our fears and “comfort the sick,” no matter 
their designation?

SONG: He Touched Me
PRAYER SUGGESTION: God, I’m not the Great Physician, 

but help me be a Physician’s assistant!

—Max Carter
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Friday
October 16 I Was in Prison 

BIBLE READING: Matthew 25:35-40

During World War II, many Japanese-Americans were rounded 
up and put in detention centers out of the fear that they might 
be “enemies within.” It is not one of the United States’ proud-
est moments, but there were similar fears expressed about other 
ethnic groups following the attacks of September 11, 2001.

Clyde Milner, Guilford College’s fourth president (1934-
1965), learned of the plight of young Japanese-Americans in the 
internment camps who desired to continue their college educa-
tion and arranged for a number to attend Guilford. It was not a 
popular move in the wider community, but the Nisei students 
were welcomed on campus and became integral to the student 
body—serving in student government, excelling academically, 
and playing on athletic teams.

Fearing the retribution that might happen should a  
Japanese-American player be identified as such, the football 
coach advised the athlete to say he was a Cherokee Indian 
should he be asked! Once when the basketball team stopped at 
a diner for a bite to eat after an away game, the patrons saw the 
Nisei players and let the team know they were not welcome. 
On the streets of Greensboro, Milner was sometimes spat at and 
ridiculed.

We are called to welcome the “stranger,” and sometimes 
it comes at a price. How do we help open the gates to the com-
pounds where so many are kept away from full acceptance into 
the family of God?

SONG: Redeemed
PRAYER SUGGESTION: God, help me welcome those 

whom the world too often labels as “strangers” and “others.” 
Enable me to go beyond sympathy to sharing in their lives.

—Max Carter
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Saturday
October 17 Unto the Least of These 

BIBLE READING: Matthew 25:35-40

Alethea Coffin’s husband, Vestal, died in 1826, his constant 
work in the antislavery movement no doubt contributing to 
his weakened physical state. Widowed in her twenties with 
a young family, she joined the thousands of Friends leaving 
North Carolina for Indiana and life away from the slave South. 
It is reported that she walked the nearly 500 miles, finding the 
wagon too bumpy!

Later, Alethea returned to North Carolina to assume the 
duties of matron of the girls’ section of the New Garden Board-
ing School, going back to Indiana when her services were no 
longer required. She died in 1891, and her body was returned 
to New Garden to be buried beside her husband’s.

For the longest time, I was bemused by the epitaphs  
on their gravestones. Vestal’s was long and noted how, though 
he had long been dead, he was still mourned by his widow. 
Alethea’s appeared to say only “Died in Indiana.” But one day 
I dug down further and found this inscription: “Buried in her 
wedding dress”!

Through multiple trips to Indiana and widowed for 
sixty-five years, she kept that dress! And she still fit in it! Of 
course, walking that far just might help keep the weight off.

Clearly Alethea bore the weight of “the least of these,” 
supporting her husband as he met with fugitive slaves at night, 
tending her own family and the girls of the boarding school, 
and in her own quiet way displaying the loyalty and commit-
ment befitting her Christian calling.

SONG: Amazing Grace
PRAYER SUGGESTION: God, help me in ways  

that may never gain attention to attend to “the least  
of these,” irrespective of any hope of attending that  
great Wedding Feast!

—Max Carter


