Reflections

It is quite a privilege for the Recording Clerk to speak at Yearly Meeting. Our work together has been a privilege too. There’s been plenty of it – and a few problems to sort out along the way, which have been very instructive. So thank you Friends for the chance to do what I always knew would be the best job in the world, and for all I’ve learned.

After Yearly Meeting ended a few years ago, I went back up to my office and met my double: a dummy recording clerk which the under 19s had made. It had a blond wig, arms and legs made from long cardboard tubes; a characteristic jacket and a nice pair of Quakerly trainers! It was leaning up against the lift looking exhausted! Well it’s not always like that. But it has been dramatic, sad, tough and fun, different every day and always challenging, creative and inspiring.

Just to give you a flavour: It was dramatic – processing with bishops in their scarlet robes at the installation of Rowan Williams in Canterbury cathedral; dramatic too when a local authority threatened me with prison because the Socialist Worker, one of our lettings customers, had flyposted a bridge in Lewisham. You could see the headlines in The Friend – Recording Clerk in court! Fortunately Beth Allen flew round there and removed the offending poster. It was fun; attending the unveiling of the newly refurbished memorial to George Fox in Fenny Drayton, and the very jolly tea afterwards with Friends from Bull St and Leicester meetings – in the funeral parlour of the local Cooperative Society, that had funded the refurbishment. It was tragic, on 7 July two years ago, as we realised how many people had been killed and injured virtually on our doorstep, but so impressive the way staff rallied to offer tea and comfort to the thousand or so travellers who came through our door; and it’s been inspiring to hear directly about the work staff and meetings do in our name, and the witness of individual Friends. 

I can tell you that it was tough coming into post nine years ago when Yearly Meeting had just advised Meeting for Sufferings to be more realistic in its work; committees and staff felt bruised by the administrative review and a series of budget cuts. Then, to cap it all, when I arrived three members of Management Meeting decided it was time for them to leave, one saying the job was simply not do-able!

But Friends, it was. We’re solvent, we regularly generate a modest surplus to replenish reserves, Friends House is beginning to look beautiful – a fitting home for Friends and a welcoming place for 300,000 visitors a year and 400 or so regular groups that meet here, including 30 new churches; and I am glad to say that we now have a strong and talented management team.

The shortage of human and financial resources made us adept at planning, developing long term and operational plans, and working partnerships to achieve the results we want; and adept at plumbing, as Roger Wilson once said, the organisational structures we need to act as a channel for the Spirit. Governance and management used to be muddled, but we know the difference now and management has become an accepted part of all we do locally and centrally. As one Friend put it, ‘It’s not good enough to just go bumbling along in the light!’. What we need is spiritual efficiency.
I was appointed to manage change and act as a point of contact for meetings.

Preparing to hand over has made me think about the many changes in the Yearly Meeting in the last 10 years – some due to external pressures, and others to which we have been led ourselves – and about the impact of these changes on our religious community.

So where have we got to?

As a people we are very good at tasks; seeing a need and doing something about it. But we can get too task-focused and inward-looking, so busy that we forget the bigger picture, neglect our wider membership, our responsibility for one another and even the fundamentals of our faith.

As Quakers we have always valued good governance; that is what mutual accountability and gospel order are all about. And governance has dominated our affairs in the last 10 years. I’ve worked on a relay of reviews, the Memorandum Group on Constitutional Review, the Corporate Witness Organisation Group, Local and Regional Groupings Working Party, the Representative Councils Review and RECAST. Then Quaker Stewardship Committee and the Yearly Meeting Quaker faith & practice Drafting Group. They have all played a vital part in continuing what George Fox started, ensuring that our structures support our spiritual lives. I welcome our positive approach to stewardship, the flexibility of the new chapters four and five, I’m sure we’ll continue to change and adapt to our changing context, though perhaps we could do with fewer reviews in future, and I do hope that we will hold on to RECAST’s vision of simple flexible structures. 

But as we’ve worried about our identity, our structures, and the burden of administration, I do believe that the Spirit has worked through our worshipping groups and committees and has helped us. In the words of one monthly meeting clerk, ‘We can find ways to minimise the load and maximise the joy’. Yes, the Yearly Meeting has gone through some testing times, but personally I think we are in good heart and moving forward on a voyage of discovery – of the people we could be.

Rarely in the life of any organisation, least of all a church, comes an opportunity to begin again. But we were blessed with such an opportunity and grasped it.

Friends, we have what would once have seemed impossible, a Meeting for Sufferings released from trusteeship to respond to the needs and concerns of Friends and guide the whole of Quaker work; and a smaller trustee body, which sees the possibility of doing things differently in future. 

But as we know, an aging population, economic, social and political changes have affected us all locally and centrally. We’ve had to deal with new legislation and regulation, in child protection, data protection, disability discrimination, and now charitable registration. And the demands of work, the busyness of 21st century lives, the speed of modern communication, have all increased our expectation of instant results and our irritation with business meetings. 

And a certain cynicism about power and our capacity as individuals to influence decisions, have all seemed to conspire to reduce our membership, our resources, and levels of participation in our Religious Society. That has meant more work for the few who are prepared and able to serve. It has also forced us to look at our practices and that has been uncomfortable when it’s meant changing our ways of working.

The burden often seems to fall on the smaller meetings. Some of them go to the wall when membership falls; four preparative meetings went last year and five recognised meetings. Someone asked me recently: ‘What are you going to do about falling membership?’ My first reaction was to say: ‘Nothing. What can one person do?’ Actually, the reduction in numbers is slight compared with other churches, and decline in one area is balanced by growth and vigour in others. Most meetings do find ways of coping; setting up multipurpose committees, merging or working with other meetings, and making more time for worship. And there are Friends who keep their meetings going, apparently against all odds. So I’ve changed my mind. Yes I do have a role –and so do you – in telling their stories.

In two meetings I know membership had shrunk to just one Friend who kept meeting for worship faithfully each week. In due time, other Friends, new to the area, and enquirers joined them and now both meetings are thriving and active. In a different part of the country, where the Quaker population has shifted to another part of the city, two faithful Friends keep their meeting house as a service to local groups, many of them young, in a neighbourhood which lacks other meeting places. 

Our commitment and sticking power in the face of the long haul are amazing. And we know that our precious meetings for worship are not just for us, but for the thousands who continue to search for spiritual significance in their lives… and new meetings are springing up. But the number of roles to be filled and the question of members or attenders to serve, are a worry. Hardly a week goes by without a query as to whether an attender can be appointed as treasurer or overseer. Usually I say yes – provided this is minuted, as an experiment which is reviewed and continues to be overseen by the meeting concerned, not just dumped on the one person who is willing. I came to the conclusion long ago that Quaker faith & practice is for guidance, more a set of principles than the letter we have to observe. After all if Meeting for Sufferings has exceptionally agreed to the appointment of an attender, so too can local meetings.

Thankfully, though perhaps we didn’t realise the significance at the time, Yearly Meeting in session has also pointed the way forward. In our consideration of membership procedures last year, we said that the recording of membership status is a recognition of a living spiritual reality which is already present before we decide how to record it. So perhaps, Friends, what matters is not whether a nominee is a member or attender but whether they are living in the light or what some Friends still call ‘the life’.

And I think our Quaker nominations process is a significant part of our identity, one of the most religious things we do together, if we do it properly, that is, take our time and see the process not so much as a job to be done, secular fashion, but as a religious imperative to discover one another’s gifts and put them to God’s service.

If someone were to ask you to serve as PM clerk, you might well say ‘No, sorry, I’m too busy’. It might be different though if you heard that the nominations committee had been thinking prayerfully about this for some time and had been led to think of your name; it would be impossible to resist! I know this, because it once happened to me. So could it be that we need to rediscover nominations as a prayerful process; part of the spiritual journey of the whole meeting, and one that may take time?

But then perhaps we’ve paid too much attention to individual spiritual journeys in recent years. I think this has undermined our principle of service to one another – the miraculous net that sustains us – and we’ve neglected our community and the very essence of Quakerism. So I think we need to work more on strengthening our corporate life. 

It is in our corporate life, that the fundamentals of our faith are held; that we share our spiritual insights and pass on our faith to fellow travellers and future generations. But why is it that our understanding and use of the fundamentals, like the Quaker business method are so patchy? Some of us don’t know what it is or wonder why we bother with It – perhaps because it can take years to understand it and use it well. 

And sometimes it seems that strangers value it more than we do. Some of you know that I was invited to speak to the Honourable Company of Management Consultants at their annual charity dinner, on the subject of the Quaker business method. I thought I’d drawn the short straw because my talk was to follow the dessert course and a fair bit of wine, but it did seem to be very well received – maybe that’s why! Of course I painted an idealised picture of us; waiting to be called by the clerk before speaking, offering ministry prompted by the Holy Spirit, rather than a point of view discussed, repeated or argued; silence between contributions and a clerk who senses the feeling of the meeting and writes a minute there and then. 

Those consultants were really interested. They seemed particularly struck by that part of our discipline which suggests that a Friend speak only once. Some of them thought that was well worth trying out in their own meetings…

It is in community that we test our concerns. But the frequent appearance of the term ‘discernment’ in our conversations, in our reports and in our business meetings bothers me. It didn’t feature at all in the index of the old Book of Christian Discipline, but there are a number of references to it in Quaker faith & practice, and even I see it in Documents in Advance. We seem to talk about it as if it were a particularly special process which is different from a meeting for worship for business, and one that we own. Is this a Quaker conceit and if so are we inventing a Quaker golden calf? I hope not.

All right, George Fox did use the word ‘discerning’, but he cautioned against misuse of our process when he said: ‘Now that which is external with it to judge things eternal cannot be (but limit God). For he that hath the first gift of God hath that which is perfect and that which is perfect is eternal, and such had a discerning to know the gift of God from the Gift of man.’

The Spirit is in charge of discernment, not us. So we shouldn’t be afraid of taking time and allowing the Spirit to lead. For if we do this it may bring better results. Piet Kruithof, a Dutch Friend otherwise known as Piet the Scarf – he used to wear a long Dr Who type scarf – was a frequent visitor to our Yearly Meeting until recently. We were chatting about a particularly long session one year when he said that British Friends may take a long time to make decisions, but they do get there quicker in the end.

It is only in community that worship can be truly deep, that we do get to know and love one another in the things that are eternal, and where we can care for one another. As an attender at my own meeting put it: ‘we need one another in order to lose our chains.’
Time and time again I‘ve seen the many ways in which a meeting will care for its members. The art of sending handwritten notes and cards – or even emails – is alive and well and they do make a difference. I know that Friends who receive them in hospital often say that these loving messages have helped lift their spirits. 

I treasure all the cards you’ve sent me, including the one that asks me what I am planning to manage next! And I shall always keep the prayer card which says simply ( in the words of St Augustine) ‘Without God we cannot. Without us God will not’, and the gleanings from the writings of George Fox I received recently. Thank you.

And I am grateful to the Friends who have kept an eye on me, kicking me into touch when I get out of order or sending me letters – there have been a couple – telling me how to do my job; they are all signs of caring. 

I don’t think our religious society should be a cosy club of people with the same values, beliefs, and behaviour. But community isn’t an easy option, not least because most of us are difficult some of the time and some of us – as I know from the problems in meetings – can be difficult most of the time.

I find it ironic and sad that one of the hardest things for us to manage is conflict. Again there are meetings that do cope, and those that do are spiritually strong, and are prepared for some loving plain speaking. I’m not saying I find it easy. I don’t, but I do know I have to work on it. Without it we may put up with conflict for too long, hoping that the individuals concerned will mend their ways and the problem will pass. Sweeping a problem under the carpet does not work. That popular delicacy, Quaker fudge, can have a sour centre. And seeing the light of God in everyone doesn’t mean that we have to be or provide what each and every individual wants from us. Sometimes we should just say ‘No’, for our meeting’s and for their sakes; and if we do we may be the stronger for it.

One meeting I know suffered self-serving ministry from an attender who felt he had the same right as anyone else to speak and couldn’t accept that he was disrupting worship and distressing the meeting. Elders wrestled with the issues, and then a Friend took the matter into his own hands and asked him not to come again. He left and this helped, but did not heal, the meeting. A year later though he returned, stood to minister again – while the meeting held its breath – but he apologised, and explained his spiritual distress. The meeting accepted him back in a moving and healing expression of worshipful forgiveness. I can’t help feeling that that is a true and loving community at work.

And what a wonderful community Yearly Meeting in session has become; a model in its discipline (most of the time), its clerking and its all-age worship and witness. If only more of us could experience it.

The U19s Programme has transformed us. And they have a thing or two to teach us about plain speaking. Were you there at in York in 2005, when the U19s sent us a text message, displayed on the screen, asked that their views be taken into account in our consideration of the RECAST proposals, and gently reproved us later when the minute they had hoped would be read out in full was not?

And it is in community that we test and experience the inspiration of Quaker witness. Were you here when we slung a banner across the front of Friends House, proclaiming ‘Quakers for Peace’, when some of us stood in vigil on the pavement, hooted by passing motorists, and with others later marched through London? 

Have you seen as I did an excited crowd of children burst from their tents on a sunlit wooded hillside? They enacted their version of ‘Trident Ploughshares’, swinging a dustbin by overhead pulleys through the trees to plant a diminutive Quaker to ensure the attack was made on two fronts, Trojan horse-like, from inside as well as outside their large cardboard Trident.

What do you know about the meetings that support refugees and asylum seekers in their community; the anonymous work behind closed doors of our ministers in prisons witnessing to God’s light in offenders; the volunteers who work alongside to re-integrate former sex offenders into the community; the quiet ecumenical accompaniers who support ordinary folk going about their daily lives in Israel/ Palestine?

And have you ever been to a Quaker Quest meeting? It was such a privilege to help Quaker Quest begin with their meeting at Friends House. It‘s thrilling to see it gathering strength, reaching in, and re-invigorating the meetings and individual Friends involved, helping us share our personal experience of Quakerism in a powerful way. 

I have never ceased to wonder at the inspiration, commitment, and dedication of individual Friends, and staff, who witness to our values and testimonies, and to our faith.

These exciting and radical programmes of worship and work, the mutual care in our meetings and the Friends whose daily lives witness to a peaceful or sustainable future, have so much to offer to us, and to the wider seeking world.

A few years ago I coined the phrase ’a confident Quaker voice’, seeing this as part of our mission in the world, but not fully realising what it might mean. Now I understand; I can now see signs of it being a reality – and leave happy.

I would like to think that we Quakers really could be what George Fox was (according to Dorothy Richardson): ’The market-place witness for the spiritual consciousness in every one…’ If we did but know it, we could make it so. 
Elsa Dicks
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