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Dear Friends

Well, Friends, this is the final issue of 2010. I find it hard to believe that 
we have finished this year’s issues already. I have thoroughly enjoyed 
producing these six issues and am looking forward to the next six. 

I am trying to send renewal notices out at the same time as the 
penultimate issue in your subscription. Unfortunately I have not yet 
found a way to do letters for the bulk subscriptions detailing the bulk 
orders. We are holding the price of UK subscriptions at £18 for 2011 
but the overseas subscription price will rise to £27 (effective 1 January 
2011) owing to postal increases. Any Meeting with more than five 
subscriptions to the same address saves 10% on its subscriptions. (Each 
bulk subscription would be at the cost of £16.20.) 

I am enclosing a subscription form with this issue to help anyone who 
wishes to renew by post or who wishes to give a subscription to a friend 
for Christmas. It is also possible to renew your subscription or to order a 
new subscription online through the Quaker Bookshop.

I am looking forward to 2011 being a happier year, despite all the 
threatened government cutbacks. I want to take this opportunity to send 
greetings of the holiday season to all of you.

In this issue we have a variety of articles ranging from a look at The 
Avenue at Middelharnis by the seventeenth-century Dutch landscape 
painter Meindert Hobbema, a look at The me that isn’t mine, political 
involvement as a Quaker responsibility, one article on eldership and 
another on eldership and oversight. Eldership is the backbone of our 
Meeting for Worship and indeed of our Society. I hope that the article 
raises questions for you and makes you consider your role, whether 
nominated as an elder or not.

I certainly hope that you enjoy this 
issue.

In friendship, 
Trish

 
Trish Carn, Editor
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Engaging with 
politics 
Liz Scurfield and 
Martina Weitsch 

This is the opening to the Saturday afternoon session at 
Britain Yearly Meeting 2010.

We realise that for some, involvement in politics and 
political action at whatever level is a distraction from a 
spiritual path; for us, there can be no such division. Faith 
and action flow from each other and inform each other. 
And without constant vigilance and engagement there 
is no long-term safeguard that the political freedom and 
civil rights we have – and which guarantee our freedom 
to pursue our spiritual path – will be there in the future. 
Nor do we think we can stand by and ignore the fact that 
billions of our fellow citizens in this world have no hope of 
any such freedom.

As Lucy Morland said:

‘“Politics” cannot be relegated to some outer place, but must be 
recognised as one side of life, which is as much the concern of 
religious people and of a religious body as any other part of life.’ 

We take for granted the right and the freedom to engage politically, to 
take part in decisions about how we are governed, to be among those 
who govern. We also claim the right to choose whether or not to engage. 
When we do engage, we do so without fear of persecution. 

Living in a democracy is a privilege. Generations before us worked hard 

Martina Weitsch (left) and Liz Scurfield



November 2010

3

for the right to vote and to be elected. In the UK universal suffrage only 
became a reality for men in 1918 and for women in 1928.

With rights come responsibilities. As Margarethe Lachmund, a German 
Friend, writing in Der Quäker in 1957 said:

‘It means: not to simply give in to the negative, the criticism, the 
complaining about what others are doing badly, to the resignation 
that it is impossible to do anything as just one person fighting against 
the powers that be. It means rather: it depends on you; on you having 
the courage to stand up for what you believe to be right; on you 
talking directly to those you disagree with; on you giving recognition 
where you can. Then, and this is important, those who carry big 
responsibility will stop feeling surrounded by an anonymous 
crowd but sense that they are in the midst of people who they are 
accountable to.’

In the UK, we have had a prolonged period of real disenchantment with 
politics and politicians generally. This is by no means restricted to Friends 
and our sense is that Friends are likely to be more differentiated in their 
response to this general mood than some. Despite that, and looking at 
this over a longer period there is some indication that:
•	 Friends	favour	smaller	oppositional	parties
•	 Friends	favour	local	over	national/international	involvement
•	 Friends	favour	NGOs	over	political	parties.
To the best of our knowledge, it has been some time since the last Quakers 
sat in the House of Commons (Richard Body to 2001 and Valerie Davey to 
2004) or the European Parliament (Carole Tongue, to 1999). 

Society in general, led by the media, but not exclusively so, has 
developed a habit of finding someone to blame – for just about 
everything. And politicians are often in the firing line for this because 
in the end, there is a sense that ‘someone must be responsible and if 
things go wrong, someone’s head has to roll’. So people in positions of 
responsibility – politicians and the civil and public servants who work 
with and for them – see themselves as vulnerable and develop a strong 
interest in self preservation. That is not a recipe for openness. 

Our	electoral	system	doesn’t	help.	More	often	than	not,	the	government	
of the day does not actually govern on the basis of real majority support 
from the electorate, although the new Coalition has broken this pattern. 
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For many people, this culture is a disincentive to stand for election or 
even to seek a decision-making position in the civil or public service.

This culture also ignores the fact that many of the people who are in 
these positions are there for the right reasons: they want to make things 
better; they want to make a contribution to a better, fairer society. They 
are people who would echo William Penn’s words: 

‘True Godliness don’t turn men out of the world, but enables them to 
live better in it, and excites their endeavours to mend it.’  

This is the same motivation that leads us to the political advocacy work 
we do on behalf of European Friends in Brussels.

In our work at Quaker Council for European Affairs (QCEA) where we 
engage with politicians and civil servants daily, we have found far more 
people who are of good will than those who are hostile. It reminds us of the 
advice 17:

‘Do you respect that of God in everyone though it may be expressed 
in unfamiliar ways or be difficult to discern? When words are strange 
or disturbing to you, try to sense where they come from and what 
has nourished the lives of others. Listen patiently and seek the truth 
which other people’s opinions may contain for you.’ (

There are real obstacles in all political systems to turning this into the 
kind of decisions we would like to see. They are real and are bound 
up with a perception of ‘public opinion’ reflected in the media which 
politicians are very susceptible to because they want to be re-elected. 

But there is also a lack of understanding among the public at large of 
how complicated some of the decisions are, how interconnected many 
issues are, how many issues have a global dimension, and how easy it is 
therefore to come up with the wrong answer. 

This leads to decision-making that is driven more by the need for a 
quick rather than the right decision. The negotiations around forming a 
government after the May 2010 general election are a case in point. 

Right from the first exit poll, the media were arguing that we needed 
a quick decision. Party leaders were criticised for stopping, thinking, 
talking and weighing up. In continental Europe, nobody worries when a 
coalition takes several weeks to form.
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When the decision had been taken journalists were hectoring Liberal 
Democrat negotiators for an answer to the question: what if something 
happens in the world that requires an immediate answer – won’t the 
coalition make the UK government unable to respond? The only sensible 
answer to this would have been: there can be no situation that requires a 
decision so quickly that it doesn’t allow for a phone call between the prime 
minister and his deputy. The very fact that politicians feel they have to 
respond immediately without time for reflection and discussion, without 
time for gathering information, leads us to some of the worst decisions. 

Engagement from citizens who are prepared to recognise these 
complexities and the need for reflection is an important and powerful 
message for decision-makers.

There are broadly four areas of action we can embrace as individuals, as 
meetings and as a yearly meeting:

Firstly, we can have a dialogue with those who are politicians
During election campaigns we can organise public discussions among 
the candidates and with citizens locally; the prime ministerial debates 
were Ok as far as they went, but we need to hear from and give a voice to 
people in constituencies.

We need to establish dialogue with elected representatives on a regular 
basis: this can be through regular meetings or through correspondence; 
the key issue is that such dialogue needs to be open, but not in the glare 
of publicity, to allow the elected representatives to think rather than 
to come up with sound-bites. If we can have quiet discussions in quiet 
places, we may be able to change minds and hearts, especially if we do 
this on a regular basis so that this becomes an established pattern.

Especially at a corporate level, we need to engage in discussions, too, 
with ministers and spokespersons on specific issues, whether we agree 
with them or not.

At EU level, QCEA recently engaged with decision-makers across the 
institutions on a particular issue – it is not necessary to go into details here. 

What we were clear about was: we had to present our concern in a 
balanced and reasonable manner, we had to acknowledge the fears on 
what are perceived as ‘all sides’, and we had to acknowledge that there was 
a range of strongly held views on the part of different member states.
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We met with representatives of a number of member states and raised 
our concern. Most of the member states we targeted were those we knew 
have a hard time agreeing with us.

There was no suggestion that we would publicise the responses we got 
in any detail and we heard open and frank responses from most of the 
people we spoke to. We have been given to understand that both at EU 
level and in a number of the member states our (and others’) intervention 
has led to discussion on the subject and to closer observation and 
monitoring of a particular aspect of policy implementation. We may still 
not be happy with what the EU is doing or not doing at this point on this 
issue, but we have contributed to a discussion that was more open than it 
might otherwise have been.

Such dialogue allows us to meet politicians and decision-makers as 
people and to respond to ‘that of God’ in them; to establish a certain 
amount of rapport and trust and to develop an open door for future 
dialogue; to communicate that ‘they are in the midst of people who they 
are accountable to’; and to communicate that those people are not out 
to get them but are there to offer constructive comment and ideas. Such 
dialogue needs to be built up over time so that it eventually becomes a 
regular and expected exchange.

Secondly, we can get involved inside the political machine
We can all join political parties, stand for election, and possibly be 
elected. This requires often hard and difficult compromise: no party 
we have personally come across fully matches all our political views. 
Joining in at this level means deciding which of our positions are the 
most important. Friends can play a role in supporting members of their 
Meeting in coming to clearness in such a decision. 

Thirdly, we can challenge popular opinion – and our own 
cherished positions
One	of	the	most	important	things	we	can	do	is	to	challenge	public	
opinion as expressed in the popular media. We can monitor the media for 
stories intended to paint politicians in a bad light unfairly; we can take 
the trouble to talk to those criticised to find out what is true and to offer 
support; we can take the trouble to put the record straight. 
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We can stand up when politicians are pilloried for changing their minds 
in the face of public reaction to their decisions and support their right 
and duty to listen, think and respond. People learn from mistakes and if 
politicians are never given the chance to move on from a mistake and do 
better next time, lessons identified will not be lessons learned.

We can question our own oppositional mode; we can have regular 
discussion groups in Meeting to review current events and the different 
responses we have to them. 

Whenever we are asked to sign a petition or we are made aware of 
something we are asked to oppose – we can and should check the facts. 

This may seem obvious but we have an example where a story that 
suggested that the Lisbon Treaty would re-introduce the death penalty in 
the European Union was sent round on a listserve operated by a Quaker 
group rightly very concerned about this – but who had not checked the 
facts: half a day’s research revealed this to be completely without substance.

Finally, we can focus on good news
Good news is not plentiful in today’s world. We can try to find positive 
things in the work of politicians, decision-makers, governments and 
public services and publicise them. For us, at a European level, an 
example would be the fact that the Parliamentary Assembly of the 
Council of Europe passed unanimously a report on women in prison 
that took up thirty-two of our forty-five recommendations and that some 
twenty member states have since provided us with evidence that this is 
having an impact on their practice. Local media are often quite receptive 
to these types of stories and we can contribute to a more positive mood 
by making such things known.

Most of all, we can make a commitment never to be bystanders, never 
to say ‘oh, politics isn’t for me’, never to say that politics isn’t part of our 
Quaker life and witness. For evil to triumph all that is required is that 
good people do nothing. 

Liz Scurfield and Martina Weitsch are Joint Representative  
for the Quaker Council for European Affairs at Quaker House, Brussels, 

and members of North West London Area Meeting.
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Shroud of silence 
One	day	each	year,	in	autumn,
after Fireworks and before The Carols,
everyone wore poppies and we stood
in silent rows behind our desks.

Traffic stopped.
Shops, trains, factories were still.
Time froze. Mothers went inside
and closed their doors.

Silence filled our classroom
like a weight of attic dust and camphor.
Teacher clenched her eyes
and on her cheeks we saw slow tears.

After the cannon’s boom released us
she explained – by this act of silence
we would keep the world from falling
back into war and pain.

But before my schooldays were complete
we had failed her. The magic was annulled.
The rite proved worthless.
Silence was not enough.

They chiselled names in stone again
and spoke of glory. They dazzled us
with lures of happy-ever-after,
soothed us with valium.

Two generations later, myths and demons
rise through cyber-space, become reality.
Young minds, imprisoned by our silence
are unprepared to find real killing hurts.

Edna Eglinton 
Devon Area Meeting
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Holding the core: 
setting the Spirit 
free
Reflections from a conference for elders  
and overseers

Linda Murgatroyd 

Over 100 experienced elders and overseers from all 
over the country attended this set of conferences 
organised jointly by Woodbrooke and Quaker Life. The 
aim of the conferences was to explore what it means 
to hold the core of our meetings in such a way that 
Friends can be free to act as the Spirit guides them; 
this includes helping to build a loving community 
and Spirit-led lives. The organisers hoped that the 
conferences would provide spiritual nourishment for 
those present, as well as helping them gain confidence 
in applying Quaker principles and practices in difficult 
situations. 

Participants were asked by Michael Booth to share key memories of 
one of their ‘Quaker heroes’ – people who had taught them something 
important about Quakerism when they were new to Friends. This and later 
discussions illustrated that personal attention and follow-up conversations 
are crucial in passing on the Quaker way and helping people’s spiritual 
development. As somebody said, ‘never give someone a leaflet without a 
Quaker attached to it’. Similarly, Quaker practices and processes need to be 
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explained and discussed, and relevant literature pointed out to individuals. 
Perhaps in the past, many Friends felt they learned Quakerism by some 
kind of informal osmosis, but this is no longer the case. Becoming Friends is 
addressing this issue.

An important part of our responsibilities of being overseers and elders 
is listening to others and for what is behind their words. Respect, loving-
kindness and sometimes patience are necessary, but sometimes our role is 
also to challenge: while all are welcome among Friends, not all behaviour 
is appropriate, and neither is the Society the right place for everyone. 
The time together offered an opportunity to reflect on the diverse ways 
in which we experience God, or the movement of the Spirit, and the 
different language we use to talk about it. Elders and overseers have key 
roles in ensuring the Society is a safe space in which Friends feel free to 
be fully open to the workings of the Spirit. Behaviour that is not felt to be 
acceptable, or where there are important disagreements, may often be an 
opportunity for learning, respectful listening and loving care, if proper 
attention is paid to them. This is much easier if followed up promptly, and 
in a positive vein, to prevent misunderstandings from becoming habits. 

The opportunity to explore our own experience and understanding 
of this ‘core’ of Quakerism through movement, writing or with paint 
was useful. Some of the ‘group poems’ composed very rapidly at the 
end of these exercises follow at the end of this article. It was good to 
try something different and to be reminded that Quaker learning and 
spiritual nurture can take many forms. Saturday evening entertainment 
reinforced the variety as we rediscovered the importance of humour – 
an essential ingredient of life – in a refreshing, releasing and instructive 
series of ‘how not to do it’ sketches. The brilliantly nightmarish Meetings 
for Worship, welcoming(?) of newcomers, misunderstood membership 
visits and imaginative notices were tempered with hoots of laughter and 
contagious giggles.

There were opportunities to discuss a variety of topics in small groups 
and on a one-to-one basis – choices were sometimes hard to make! 
Fostering commitment, getting unstuck with nominations, the spiritual 
nurture of long-standing Friends, building community, and conflict 
in our meetings were only a few of the topics considered. We were 
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also reminded about the rich variety of resources available to support 
eldership and oversight. Woodbrooke courses are not just for newly 
appointed people, but can help deepen the life of the Meeting in different 
ways, to develop individual spiritual journeys and to teach particular 
skills. The Handbook of Eldership and Oversight remains a key resource 
for all elders and overseers. Quaker Life can provide specific assistance to 
Meetings	in	difficulties,	and	through	the	Quaker	Life	Network	is	offering	
a new programme of Explorations, through which pairs of volunteers will 
help local Meetings to explore their Quaker life.

Many of us brought away new insights into our roles and responsibilities, 
and loads of ideas to take back to our own Area Meetings – some of them 
are listed on page 15. We felt both strengthened and released by what 
we	had	learned.	One	person	commented	that	she	had	not	previously	
considered her responsibilities in the Meeting to be part of her own 
spiritual development; another said that he now realised more clearly that 
he was responsible for his own spiritual journey, and could (and should) 
seek help and take more initiatives where appropriate, and that it was 
Ok	if	his	needs	weren’t	the	same	as	others	in	the	Meeting.	By	the	end	
of the weekend, we realised more fully that if we don’t all take our share 
of responsibility for holding the spiritual core of Quakerism today, and 
ensuring that it is embodied in our practices, this precious gift will not be 
effectively shared with newcomers or passed on to future generations. 

1
I am listening
For my indomitable soul.
Love your neighbour
Steadfastly hoping
The edges can fray, but not too   
 much.
The wood-dove never ceases.

2
Let yourself sink down.
Love sings in the silence.

Listen
Stillness
Integrity.
Where is the Light coming from?

3
Shut up – I am here
From the stillness, movement
Happy and encouraging
I know the now.
Clouds covered the moon.
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The Core of Quakerism
Love dances, eternally unfolding;
blessings, blessings and blessings.
Opened,	expressed,	revealed;
finding connections. Watching
and listening to the spirit at work.

  Love, truth, beauty 
  may feel beyond our grasp,
  but they are there to be discovered.

Be open to the spirit of surprises;
it was always waiting, it was always there.
There are cracks in everything – 
that’s how the light gets in;
and the light overcomes darkness.

  The heart rhythm of light 
  Circling in and out of stillness;
  A gathered community.
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Holding the Quaker core
The core holding the seed within,

Let us begin.

God is the centre but
Diversity is its expression.

A quiet mind, a choice of colour,
Eyes closed; away we go.

Let the paint speak and let us all listen;
 Loving the mystery,
  Seeking paths together,
   Tangled pathways across a Quaker landscape.
    A loving challenge; we are not alone.

  Dancing joyous circles 
     with overlapping rings,
  Running water, blended green,
     to make a frame, 
  To make me smile.

  The spirit, like water, flows, and changes
	 	 Our	hopeful	intentions	and	wishful	thinking,
  Creative spirit flowing among us.

  Let the light within you spread out to others
  And the light from others filter through to you.
  Yellow for love, green for life, blue for the spirit.

 Attending to what love requires of us,
	 	 	 	 Our	journeys	each	upheld.

   In the silence is the music.
   In the darkness is the light.
   From the sun comes every colour,
   What is hidden in plain sight.
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Some personal definitions of 
the core of Quakerism
•	 Meeting	for	Worship,	my	battery	charger.
•	 We	can	explore	in	God’s	presence	anything	we	want	and	then	bring	it	

back to share with the others.
•	 I	don’t	know	where	it	begins,	but	it	ends	with	being	moved	by	the	

Spirit in Meeting and compelled to rise up and speak – it comes from 
a deep place – so deep one only has a glance of it.

•	 The	Spirit	moves	in	mysterious	ways	bringing	together	people	of	
diverse experience and ways of thinking to share in a gathered 
meeting.

•	 Quakers	have	the	courage	to	open	themselves	to	the	possibility	of	
directly apprehending ‘god’.

•	 Our	experiences	of	God,	personally	and	in	Meeting	for	Worship,	can	
lead us to accept our brokenness and imperfections, and the world’s 
brokenness, and guide us to do what we can to mend it.

•	 The	whole	is	greater	than	the	sum	of	its	parts.
•	 A	Quaker	aspires	to	master	the	craft	of	spiritual	relationships.
•	 I	don’t	know	how	to	describe	the	core	adequately,	but	it	has	me	by	the	

neck and is shaking me like a terrier.
•	 For	me,	the	core	of	Quakerism	is	being	part	of	a	loving	community	

which draws its strength from the Meeting for Worship.
•	 No	one	of	us	can	alone	define	the	core	of	Quakerism:	it	is	the	

collaborative act of defining our beliefs which is our core.
•	 To	have	transparency	of	truth	for	the	light	to	shine	through.
•	 Reach	right	down	into	your	inner	depths,	and	listen.
•	 Let	your	life	speak:	live	adventurously.
•	 Be	ye	therefore	perfect,	but	don’t	expect	it	to	be	easy.
•	 Truth	and	Love	and	Light	are	one.
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Creating community, 
nurturing the spirit
These are some of the ideas shared at the conferences 
that might be helpful to others. We believe they are all 
happening at Meetings somewhere in the country. 

•	 Food:	strawberry-eating	meetings,	Indian	lunch	after	meeting,	
dining	clubs,	Friendship	lunch	after	meeting/or	with	an	event	first.	
Fellowship days.

•	 Social	or	other	gatherings:	Garden	party,	‘At	home’	where	one	
member of meeting opens their home; Area Meeting elders’ party 
(everyone in AM invited). Children’s parties – especially inviting 
adults involved with children’s Meeting and children who don’t often 
come to meeting. Christmas Day breakfast or lunch.

•	 Events	in	different	places	including	people’s	homes.	For	study,	
worship, social, and developing witness, business. Sometimes ‘official’, 
organised by the meeting; sometimes individual initiatives. For larger 
meetings, neighbourhood groups and ‘Hearts and Minds Prepared’ in 
local areas.

•	 Events	at	different	times:	people	with	mobility	problems	more	likely	
to stay if after Meeting; evening events more likely to attract younger 
people. Some especially for families – discussing suitable times with 
them! Midweek daytime particularly brings in people who find a 
large Sunday meeting difficult.

•	 Music,	drama,	singing,	drumming,	barn	dances.
•	 Email:	very	useful	to	keep	in	touch,	send	out	newsletters,	advance	

notice of topics for meetings. Websites useful for sharing information 
and outreach. BUT: important to remember those not on email and 
appoint efficient people to send to them. Also beware using email too 
hastily, in sensitive matters etc. 

•	 Don’t	underestimate	the	value	of	a	phone	call,	letter	or	visit.
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•	 After-words:	carrying	straight	on	after	meeting	with	children	out	or	in.	
•	 Healing	groups,	and	remembering	those	not	at	Meeting.
•	 Outings	and	expeditions:	days	out	or	weekends	away	–	local/area	

meetings/young	people’s	groups	–	at	Quaker	or	non-Quaker	venues.	
•	 Small	meetings	with	no	meeting	house	that	don’t	meet	every	Sunday.	

On	alternate	Sundays	they	may	go	to	a	larger	Meeting	and	have	a	
shared lunch, often with a speaker or other event.

•	 A	proper	inclusive	community	is	one	where	everyone	is	pulling	their	
weight, so we aim to get everyone to attend local business meetings 
and develop jobs to suit people’s capacities.

•	 Developing	community	through	the	business	meetings:	Local	
Meeting business meeting carries straight on from meeting for 
worship. At Area Meeting get people to split into small groups to 
discuss a particular report, or explore a point in the Framework for 
Action, without need for any decision. (This stimulates people when 
they are flagging, for instance, in the middle of meeting and engages 
them in a different way.)

•	 Elders	regularly	consider	which	Woodbrooke	(or	other)	course	to	
suggest to each individual at Meeting.

•	 Support	group	for	people	undertaking	major	spiritual	work	or	a	big	
Quaker role.

•	 Community	events	–	organised	by	the	meeting	for	the	town,	such	
as fair trade event, green fair, exhibitions. Interfaith or ecumenical 
events for learning, witness and fun.

The conference was organised by Michael Booth (Quaker Life),  
Andrew Burns, Dugan Cummings, Michael Eccles (Woodbrooke),  

Anthony Gimpel, Sheila Robinson and Linda Murgatroyd.  
Thanks to all those who contributed to this report.
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Not at home
(His mind once had its home all in one room,
equipment and materials close to hand:
its frameworks, pathways, records, rules, routines,
perceptions, recollections, ponderings, words.
It used old habits to open up new ways;
it targeted, and took, with all the speed
and deftness of a lizard’s darting tongue;
and it could scan, identify, assess,
compare, consider, calculate or guess,
define, decide, retain, create… express.)

Now	this	is	strange.	This	doesn’t	feel	like	home.	
What is this house? A home?

My mind can’t find
its things. They must have given us the slip.

I had some thoughts just now, right on the tip 
of… the iceberg. Have they run to another room, 
to skulk inside some unused, mothballed drawer? 
Oh,	they’ll	turn	up.	Well,	that’s	what	people	say.

Or	have	the	white	coats	taken	them	away?

I dare not search these empty, leering floors; 
bewildering stairways; unexpected doors, 
floodgates perhaps to billows of babbling fears
using this tongue that doesn’t seem my own.

Who owns this mansion then? And these ideas? 

Do I live here?

Alan Russell

Originally printed in Towards Wholeness. 
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Experiencing 
something of God
Richard Summers

I recently came across an article that 
I wrote a number of years ago and I 
was struck by it still feeling relevant for me now. I have 
made some minor amendments and would like to share 
it more widely as an attempt to articulate something of 
my personal experience of God.

For me, God is not a constant, a thing or an it that can be captured in 
a definition or in a description, but something with which I am in a 
rela tionship that is continually changing. In some ways, the analogy of 
rela tionship is particularly apt. Because my experiences mirror those 
that one often has in a relationship with a lover. The excitement at the 
beginning, the intensity of the physical and emotional experiencing of 
each other that lifts one out of oneself and which in time shifts to a quiet 
sense of presence not consciously noticed (except in intense moments of 
contact) but nev ertheless integral to one’s being.

The passionate intense aspect of this relationship in a sense 
prefigures the other, but (as with a physical intimacy) it is not easy to talk 
about because it involves talking about things that occur at a very deep 
level, things that because of their power to move and change us are dis-
turbing and therefore, by tradition, not articulated.

I have experienced God through silence in a way that was so powerful 
that I was left reeling and the only simile that I can find to begin to 
express the nature of this experience is that of sexual union. I am not 
being pro fane – I am confusedly trying to find a way to share from the 
depths of my being an experience that is ultimately incommunicable. 
This happened during silent prayer, when discursive thought had 
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dropped away. I began to expe rience shapes swirling around, purple in 
darkness, which (accompanied by a physical tightness around my head) 
crystallised into an intense point of white light, which suddenly burst, 
suffusing my entire being with clear white light. As this happened I had 
a sense of letting go and felt waves, contractions going down my body 
which were accompanied by a sense of absolute wholeness. Throughout 
the whole experience I was conscious of my physical location and things 
around me, but my sense of being was entirely new and shatteringly 
different from anything I had ever experienced before.

I could find no other words to describe what had happened, but that it 
was an experience of God – that I had somehow experienced that which 
is at the root of my being.

 I told very few people about this, partly because it is incommunicable 
and also because I feared at some level that I would either be considered 
arrogant (after all to claim to have experienced God in this way seems 
like hubris) or that people would try to rationalise it, which would 
completely distort the nature of the experience. Also, I understood that 
although this was important to me, at another level it was unimportant 
and presented a distorted view of God.

So why do I feel it proper to share this with others now? Partly 
because I have matured and can accept it for what it is, but mostly 
because I now feel it right to share my experience of God, of which 
this is a small but important part. Important not because it or I am in 
some way special, but because it effected a change in the depths of 
my being and made me directly aware that a different level of being 
is possible. This has given me a faith (and by this I mean an underlying 
openness to and conviction of the existence and presence of God) which 
at some level underpins all that I do. I did not suddenly change and 
become a new person, but something deep inside shifted, opening me to 
a more subtle awareness of God and a process of change which has been 
going on ever since.

The second kind of experience of God is apparently paradoxical; as, 
unlike the earlier experience, it happens when I am not consciously aware 
of the presence of God at all. It is a forgetting of myself that allows me to 
be wholly me and to be from the place at the core of my being that is God.

Of	necessity,	the	spiritual	journey	depends	on	aspiration.	We	would	
not continue through the difficulties and pain that are inherent in 
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effecting deep change unless there was that aspiration. But, at a certain 
point, I must also leave aspiration behind, because to be aware of God is 
to be aware of something separate, and my goal must be to move beyond 
this separation and be in and not just aware of God. This involves letting 
go in a profound way and allowing myself to be, without structures or 
concepts to support and lead me on. This is often the critical point in 
our spiritual journeys and one that I think is rarely attainable without 
pain and suffering.

One	small	example	of	this	process	led	directly	to	my	working	
for Friends, first as the warden at Mount Street meeting house and 
subsequently in Quaker Life at Friends House. I knew that I needed 
to effect changes in my life and one of these changes related to my 
working life, which I saw as something separate from the rest of my life 
(including my spiritual life). Although I knew both intellectually and 
intuitively that I needed to change, I found it terribly difficult to face the 
unknown and let go of com fortable certainty. However, once this process 
has started, it often seems to resolve itself in a way that is beyond our 
conscious direction. In this instance, I found myself breaking apart in 
a mental and spiritual crisis that left me with no option but to change 
because the pain of not doing so was too great.

It was in this pain and spiritual dryness that the deep faith engendered 
by the intense experience described earlier and all that subsequently 
flowed from it was so important for me. When asked how I was, I can 
remember	saying,	that	I	was	dreadful	in	a	small	way	but	Ok	in	a	big	way.	
Although I was in intense spiritual pain and discomfort, I knew that 
ultimately it would be all right. Eventually, after a long six months, I had 
a sense that I was coming through, and in hindsight I can see the turning 
points (although they were far from clear at the time).

This experience was vital for me as in ‘breaking down’ and in the 
pro found letting go that this entails I was able to be ‘reborn’, to be in 
some sense put back together differently. This was not apparent at the 
time and has not resulted in my attaining some sort of exalted state of 
being.	On	the	contrary,	it	has	allowed	me	to	see	that	this	(some	sort	of	
perfect stasis) is not the end of the journey. Rather, I have understood 
very deeply the nature of letting go and being in God and how this 
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allows me to transcend the conceptions that unconsciously inhibit my 
ordinary awareness and being.

So when the job of warden at Mount Street came up, I was open to the 
possibility that I might do it, even though it would involve a shift from 
the comfortable certainty I knew and plunge me into a new, difficult 
and uncertain situation. In fact that change was of enormous benefit to 
me as my working and spiritual life became one and I have rec onciled 
a split that was undoubtedly preventing me from being whole. But this 
was not something that I could make happen, rather it was a possi bility 
that I could realise through being open to what was happening in and 
around me. 

I have learned that by letting go into silence and stillness and doing 
what one does from a place that is near to the core of our being (God) 
we can cultivate an openness that makes things possible.

To be wholly authentic (in God), things must flow from within rather 
than be adopted because one conceives of them as being good. I know 
that the outcome appears to be similar if one helps one’s neighbours 
because it is (say) what the Bible tells us and we conceive it to be right 
or good. However, it is my experience that there is a huge qualitative 
difference between doing something because I conceive of it as being 
right and knowing that it is right.

This is not for one moment to claim that all I do is in or through 
God, far from it: it is a continuing struggle to not be sucked away by all 
kinds of things. But the important thing is that I have become aware of 
the process and by letting go into the stillness of my being, I can sense 
what Quakers talk of as ‘the will of God’. I hesitate to say this because it 
smacks of pious priggishness. In fact, it is quite the oppo site, because the 
knowledge is not mine, in a sense it is quite beyond me and comes from 
an unknowing — a letting go of me and mine.

There is deep-rooted energy that flows from being in God but not aware 
of it. However, it is a curious kind of balancing trick because as soon as 
I am aware of the process, I have lost something of it. It is very different 
from the intense experience that I described earlier and in many ways 
much more profound, as it is about the way in which I live all of my life 
with its ups and downs and not just a ‘peak experience’ (it would be a great 
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mistake	to	conceive	of	God	as	a	‘peak	experience’).	Nevertheless,	both	
experiences have permeated what I am and do and contribute to my 
continuing sense of relationship with God.

N.B. I subsequently discovered that the intense experience I had is 
recognised and described in Buddhist descriptions of meditation states. This 
implies that it is a not uncommon experience and I wonder whether early 
Friend’s references the ‘light within’ reflect some similar experience of inner 
light arising from the depths of silent worship.

Richard Summers is a member of Cambridge  
Area Meeting and is general secretary of Quaker Life.

Worship – oh how difficult!
Be still, my soul, and you, my wandering mind –
The monkey mind I’ve heard it called and so
It is, leaping from place to place, not slow
Or	pensive,	but	eager,	keen	to	find
Diversion in the quiet time assigned
To prayerful meditation; day thoughts left behind,  
it cries ‘See here – new problem – off we go!’

My thoughts won’t change this. I can’t force the choice
To bring myself back to the proper track,
Willing the monkey to keep still and calm,
But try to listen for the silent voice,
That soundless call which, loving, brings me back
To Light and glimpses of Love’s healing balm.

Judith Mandeville Atkinson is from Oxford Local Meeting.  
The poem was originally printed in ‘Forty- three’, the newsletter  

of Oxford Friends in July 2009.
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Living the questions
Diana Roantree

As always I’ve breakfasted in bed, 
and am still sitting there, facing a 
small picture on the wall opposite. 
It is a print of The Avenue at Middelharnis by the 
seventeenth century Dutch landscape painter Meindert 
Hobbema. My eyes rest on this quite often, and have 
done so for many years. On one occasion, as now, I 
wanted to bring my thoughts together in writing. The 
outcome was printed in The Friend of 19 May 1995 
under the title ‘A Road Retravelled’.

I’m told that Hobbema’s painting portrays a scene little changed. The 
setting is reclaimed fenland where, given the flat terrain, the horizon line 
is low and two thirds of the picture an expanse of sky. The road – the 
avenue – is central. In the foreground it spans half the picture width, 
but converges sharply into the distance. The viewer is invited in, and the 
invitation made clear by the trees which define the road on both sides. 
These are tall, slender and elongated, their trunks bare almost to the 
canopy of leaves where the convergence creates a dark V against the sky.

My dialogue with The Avenue began in the early 1960s. A group of 
students had enjoyed a week’s stay in London, and expressed their 
appreciation with the gift of a print of a painting they must have realised 
had	appealed	to	me	when	viewing	the	original	in	the	National	Gallery.	
What no one could have predicted was that it would go with me for all 
these years. I have moved house and I have downsized, but there’s always 
been the Hobbema with something to say to me. Sit in front of it and 
allow it time: how true that is.
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Trees have fascinated me for as long as I can remember. In particular I 
linger on their winter starkness, when the branch shapes interweave and 
etch patterns against the sky. Move a fraction this way or that, and the 
pattern changes. In one sense it’s quite simple, in another very complex. 
The trees may be stripped to bareness, but there’s meaning upon meaning.

What then if we fast-forward thirty years from the day I first 
encountered Hobbema? What of the road retravelled in 1995? The short 
answer seems to be that I was now seeing the scene peopled. The trees 
still beckoned, but the figures, absolutely tiny against them, were telling a 
story, in fact many stories, as many as there were people.

Once	on	the	convergent	road	I	am	invited,	even	obliged,	to	meet	up	
with the man walking his dog. Maybe I like dogs, maybe I don’t, there’s 
little choice. And then, only yards further on, there is a side road joining 
the avenue. Should I continue towards Middelharnis or turn right to the 
farmstead, outside where there are two women talking together? Do I 
want to get involved? Will I be welcome? I could go on, but the point 
is perhaps made. The scenarios presenting themselves along the dusty 
road of everyday life are many. They hold out different challenges to 
different personalities, and at different stages in one’s life. My guess is 
that I was having to adjust to something of this when I wrote A Road 
Retravelled. I don’t know for certain, but maybe I was asking myself, not 
for the first time, nor yet the last, about the balance between transcendent 
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and immanent, how the trees soaring upward and the horizontals of 
relationship belong together? Put it another way, where is God to be found?

And travelling on? What has Hobbema’s avenue to say to me after 
fifteen more years? Until the end of the last paragraph I have not used 
traditional religious language, and I have little disposition to introduce 
it now. But there are writers, mostly within the Christian tradition, who 
have helped greatly in shaping the – do I say? – raft on which I now rest.

One	of	the	first	was	John	A	T	Robinson,	sometime	bishop	of	Woolwich.	
Decades before many in the Christian church were able to countenance 
such ideas he wrote:

Contemporary spirituality… starts from life rather than works 
towards it… God is to be met in, with and under, not apart from, 
response to the world and the neighbour… In spirituality as in 
theology I find myself returning to the utterly personal panentheism 
of the God dwelling incognito at the heart of all things.

Exploration Into God (1967)

Thirty years later the problem, by many not recognised as possibly 
mostly a matter of semantics, remained. John S Spong, bishop of the 
American	diocese	of	New	Jersey,	addressed	it	in	a	book	he	titled	Why 
Christianity Must Change Or Die (1998). He declared:

There is no God external to life. God, rather, is the inescapable depth 
and centre of all that is. God is not a being superior to all other beings. 
God is the ground of being itself. The artefacts of the faith of the past 
must be understood in a new way if they are to accompany us.

As	Dietrich	Bonhoeffer,	the	German	pastor	executed	by	the	Nazis	in	
1945, said:

God’s beyond is not the beyond of our cognitive faculties… God is 
beyond in the midst of our life.

This may be difficult to apprehend, and impossible to comprehend. But 
comprehension is not required. Almost the reverse. Rainer Maria Rilke 
(1875-1926) wrote:

Do not seek the answers that cannot be given to you  
Because you would not be able to live them,  
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And the point is to live everything.

Live the questions now,  
Perhaps you will then, gradually,  
Without noticing it,  
Live along some distant day  
Into the answer.

‘Before God and with God, we have to live without God.’ 
Bonhoeffer 

This is where I am now. Hobbema’s trees can still steady me, and maybe 
lighten a dark day. I am having to get a grip on the idea that everything, 
even the smallest act, is significant in a world of interconnectedness and 
interdependence of a kind we are only just beginning to discern. Assuredly 
we need our images, individual and collective, visual and verbal, but we 
have to realise that they are images, and merely attempts to express what is 
beyond expression. Isaac Penington (1616-1679) had this to say:

The end of words is to bring men to the knowledge of things beyond 
what words can utter. 

Quaker faith and practice 27.27

Diana Roantree is a member of Shaftesbury & Sherborne Area Meeting..

One	of	the	most	vivid	experiences	[of	individual	worship]	on	my	part	
was sitting quietly for at least an hour before a picture by the Dutch 
painter Vermeer, and absorbing its sheer beauty… The room was crowded 
with people, but I was oblivious of them, as I was equally oblivious of 
the passage of time. As a result of this act of concentration the vision of 
this particular masterpiece is indelibly stamped on my mind which has 
forever been enriched by it. I know that my ordinary acts of seeing and 
observation have been sharpened by that experience. There was drawn 
from me an acknowledgement of the greatness of the artist and his painting 
and I caught, with awe, the light of his inspiration and creativeness. 
Further, something was given to me that I can only describe as, literally, a 
transcending of the normal everyday world. This quite simple secular act 
was for me a truly worshipful experience. 

George Gorman, 1973 
Quaker faith and practice 23.34
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Elders as midwives 
of the Spirit
Jenny Routledge

My concern is for reclaiming and revitalising eldership 
and the impact that it has on the spiritual life of 
individuals and of our meetings. This concern is 
recognised and supported by both Aylsham Local 
Meeting and Norfolk and Waveney Area Meeting. 

In spring 2008 I was at Pendle Hill, the Quaker Study Centre in 
Philadelphia USA, as a resident student. For me it was a transformative, 
life-changing experience. I found myself led to explore the topic of 
eldership by talking with Friends from around the world and by reading 
and writing.

What emerged from my exploration was a developing sense of an 
archetypal practice of eldership which transcends Quaker traditions and 
is just as relevant today as it was in the days of early Friends. I also began 
to identify areas in which new shoots of eldership were emerging. As I 
spoke to people within the international community which came and 
went at Pendle Hill, and since I returned home in Britain and across the 
rest of Europe, I have sensed a hunger bubbling up for a renewal and 
deepening of the spiritual roots of our meetings and the key to this, I have 
become convinced, is a strengthening of the role and function of elders.

In Britain this yearning is expressed in the priority of the Long Term 
Framework – strengthening the spiritual roots in our meetings and 
ourselves. In the two years since I returned this yearning has been 
expressed by many Friends in many ways as I have been following this 
leading.
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The strength of my compulsion to write on this topic and the speed 
and flow of what I wrote suggested to my community at Pendle Hill that 
I might have a ‘concern’. Since then I have been through a process of 
testing and that has been very tough. However, through that process I, 
my local meeting and my area meeting have become convinced of the 
rightness	of	my	concern.	Our	conclusion	has	been	that	the	process	that	
I have been through has been genuine, that the leading was consistent 
with my role as an elder and how others see me – even though I have not 
seen it in myself. It was a confirmation of the spirit leading me to be more 
completely who I was called to be – in a deeper way.

Before I move on I want to explain my use of language. When I use 
the term ‘God’, Spirit or the Divine I refer to the essence of what we 
as Quakers may call ‘the seed’, ‘that of God within each person’ or the 
Light; not some view of a distant God in the sky. For me there is some 
divine mystery which we respond to and experience individually and 
corporately through our shared silence. I call this the Spirit. Some of the 
words that I use have fallen out of favour and may provoke strong feelings 
but they are used deliberately because they convey a precise meaning and 
in their original use described something very important in our Quaker 
way. If I offend I ask you to put aside your response and go to where my 
words come from.

Midwives of the Spirit
Our	theme,	and	this	is	not	sexist	language, midwifery is not only the 
prerogative of women. 

Elaine, my accompanying elder from Pendle Hill, has likened the role 
of elder to that of a midwife, birthing the ministry from the minister 
and the meeting, birthing the ministry from the minister and the 
meeting. Elders have knowledge and skills to ensure the safe birth of the 
message, knowing complications which can arise and being watchful. 
Elder midwives know how to provide the right environment and the 
right atmosphere and procedures which may be needed. They have 
accompanied many births, they are the ultimate supporters but they 
themselves do not give birth: the mother does the work and gives birth, 
just as the ministering Friend and the body of the meeting itself act as a 
channel for the Spirit.

I shall be talking about what it is like to be an elder, what its essence 



November 2010

29

is, and how I have observed eldership revitalised and renewed in 
accompaniment, nurture and discipline. I shall talk about how we need to 
nourish our eldership and what this implies for Quakers today.

What is it like to be an elder?
The contexts in which we are elders are diverse and complex. When I 
worked educating health care professionals we were very influenced by 
the work of Donald Schon. He talks of educational practice preparing 
professionals as coming from the ‘technical rational high ground’. My 
exploration of eldership might well be criticised for coming from a 
spiritual high-ground. Schon talks about the reality of professional 
practice as being in the ‘swampy lowlands’, a place in which situations 
are complex, emotional and human. He argues for an education which 
prepares those professionals to develop their ability to work instinctively 
and reflectively. The reality of our worshipping communities may be far 
more recognisable as the swampy lowlands of Quakerism. This is the way 
that Spirit-led Elders work, instinctively and effectively in our swampy 
lowlands. 

While the role of elder can be recognised by Quakers across the world, 
it is in the swampy lowlands that the differences among our Quaker 
traditions and differences among our cultures are found. It is here that we 
live and here that our greatest challenges are revealed. 

Is there a common understanding of what an elder is?
We saw earlier that there are differences in the way that eldership works 
in	our	meetings.	One	clear	example	is	the	differences	in	the	way	in	which	
elders are appointed on either side of the Atlantic. Liberal Friends in the 
US	do	not	appoint	elders	but	Ministry	and	Oversight	committees.	In	
Britain elders are appointed for a three-year period. 

Our	need	to	put	our	Quaker	traditions	into	categories	like	these	can	
be confusing. The more I explored the subject with individual Friends, 
the more I became aware that practice not only varies between traditions 
and from yearly meeting to yearly meeting, but also between our Sunday 
worshipping communities, which may be only a short distance apart. 
We should be careful not talk up our differences but at the same time be 
aware that our way is not the only way. What is interesting is that I found 
that, whatever the background, the yearning which Friends expressed for 
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reclaiming eldership was just as strong, a hunger bubbling up here and 
now. 

I asked ‘is there a common understanding of the role of an elder?’ and 
found that there was among the Friends that I interviewed although 
the ways in which Friends took up their eldership role differed. Most 
important, and much more difficult to capture in words, is the quality of 
spirit-led, grace-filled eldership, a deep connectedness with the Divine, at 
the very root of our community. 

 Eldership has a bad name. The verb ‘to elder’, as one of my interviewees 
reported, has come to mean to criticise or condemn. Some Friends 
report with great pain occasions on which, many years ago, an elder 
criticised their verbal ministry in meeting. Some who have left the 
Society permanently or for a period of some years will, with great 
bitterness, attribute their departure to the negative words of an elder. 
Elders appointed for life have been seen as overpowerful. This has caused 
division particularly when those in positions of leadership have been 
middle class and wealthy. Visitation by elders to families during the 
Quietist period was sometimes seen as heavy-handed, more concerned 
with form than devotion.

We need to recognise the strength of eldership and leave the pain 
behind. The core quality that elders have always brought to our meetings 
worldwide has been a deep connection with and grounding in the Spirit 
that underpins the life and worship of our Quaker communities.

Elders may go to a deep place, one which is sometimes beyond and 
beneath words, and they may themselves lose connection with what 
is being said; but they hold the very root of the worship. They act as a 
channel for the Spirit to move within both spoken and silent ministry. 
They provide spiritual leadership.

This place beyond words, at the heart of eldership, paradoxically creates 
one of the greatest difficulties that we have when we try to talk about 
this experience and I have only come to recognise it as I have talked to 
Friends. There are two reasons why I think this happens: 

First, we apologise often before, during and after we speak of God the 
Divine, the Spirit, the great mystery, the Inner Light. Such apologies 
suggests a lack of conviction and certainly do not convey the power and 
authority of our direct experience within worship, the very core of our 
Quakerism. We may indeed be silent when we should speak. Maybe 
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silence comes too easily to us and when we choose not to speak that 
which is at the heart of our being we prevent the rich exploration that 
might result from sharing. For Quakers silence is a natural medium but 
we need to be aware of its dangers.

Second, we find it difficult to express our spiritual experience in 
language which is adequate and this limits both the experience itself, 
because we have become used to using language to make sense of the 
world, and also our ability to communicate our experience to others. In 
our silence we lose an opportunity for growing together. We are silent 
individuals rather than members of a seeking community.

What is new and exciting?
We have heard in our workshop earlier of many ways in which 
eldership	is	being	practised.	New	shoots	are	emerging.	Eldership	is	the	
responsibility of us all, elders have a responsibility to ensure that it is done 
and to act as role models of spiritual leadership. Just as there is a need 
to revisit practice it is also important to learn from the quiet spirit-led 
work which continues day in and day out in our meetings. Discovering 
what is happening is an important part of my concern and it has been a 
privilege to learn of your experience. What works within one meeting, 
one	tradition	or	one	country	may	not	work	for	others.	Nurturing	
and empowering eldership is central to the process. Reclaiming and 
revitalising eldership is, I’m convinced, at the heart of strengthening the 
spiritual roots in our meeting and in ourselves.

One	of	the	strengths of Quakerism is that our witness evolves through 
our direct experience of the Spirit and in response to the challenges that 
we face in our lives and in the world. 

I would like to take the three threads of eldership, which are part of 
our theme: accompaniment, discipline and nurture. I have found within 
each examples of recent new shoots, where practice, which has fallen into 
disuse, has been reclaimed and expressed in new and exciting ways.  

Accompaniment
Just as elders were named and appointed early in the history of the 
Society so were ministers. Ministers were recognised as having particular 
gifts, being channels through which the spirit could speak to the 



Quaker Voices

32

condition of an individual or community. The historical pattern was that 
travelling ministers were accompanied by an elder. The practice promoted 
the importance of the message above that of the minister. Ministry should 
be very much a communal experience, a team effort, dependent not only 
on the minister but also on the elder to uphold, nurture and support 
the minister’s preparation and delivery, and to support the gathering 
and centring of the meeting. Ministry is also dependent on the spiritual 
health of the community itself, and on the readiness of Friends to come 
with hearts and minds prepared, listening for the Spirit both in spoken 
ministry and in the ministry of silence. 

Recently the practice of an elder accompanying a travelling minister 
has resurfaced. Jan Hoffman’s travelling ministry in the United States has 
led to a resurgence of accompanying elders, bringing a mutual growing in 
the Spirit for the minister and the elder, and growth in the power of the 
resulting ministry. Those who travel in this way speak of a deeply spiritual 
friendship which results from ‘knowing each other in that which is eternal.’ 

A minister may become angry or stuck in preparation for ministry 
and, without an elder’s support, cannot go to that elusive place from 
which ministry may flow. In the view of one travelling elder, whom 
I interviewed, the more the role is named and explained, the more it 
becomes developed and strengthened. An elder will also know when 
the	ministry	is	lost.	On	one	occasion	an	elder	accompanied	a	Friend	on	
a three-day train journey and, although the Friend worked unceasingly 
on his address, he eventually told his elder that he had many words but 
nothing to say. The Friend’s predicament continued until five minutes 
before his ministry was due to begin when, in worship with the clerk and 
the elder, the clerk ministered and the message became clear. The Friend 
then delivered the message powerfully. 

For those experiencing accompanying eldership as minister, elder or as 
a member of the meeting, the presence of the elder makes a significant 
difference. Those who ministered spoke of their sense of being upheld 
and of being able to go deeper in their ministry, coming closer to their 
true calling. Those who accompany them also experience a rich and 
rewarding	journey	in	which	they	learn	much.	One	Friend	expressed	what	
she had gained:

 ‘My conclusion to the group was that I felt that upholding is really 
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about trust – trusting the process, trusting the Spirit, trusting each 
other and trusting ourselves.’

Members of meetings for learning at which accompanying elders were 
present have spoken of being taken to a different level by their presence. 
An accompanying elder often transforms what might be described as 
a secular presentation or workshop into true ministry. Helen Gould’s 
account of being accompanied by an elder vividly illustrates her ministry 
in delivering the Backhouse Lecture: 

I found that I was able to pray that I would speak all and only what I 
was	given	to	speak,	and	that	the	worshipers/listeners	would	receive	
benefit. From that moment I was not actually aware of myself. I’m not 
sure how to put this, at that point I was, I believe, simply a channel 
for God’s love. 

Discipline
A word with its roots in discipleship. I hope we can remember that. I 
found new shoots in two different areas of the life of Friends: 

Accountability
Quakers do not often speak today of accountability within our meetings. 
This was, however, very much a part of Friends’ culture until the 
twentieth century. Yet is there still a need for accountability? Sandra 
Cronk argues that accountability goes to the root of gospel order: she says

‘Historically mutual accountability provided an internal dynamic to 
keep gospel order strong within the Quaker community.’ 

Accountability in many faith traditions relies on a rule or practice to 
define commitment to living in the spirit. These rules are neither creeds 
nor doctrines but, focusing on behaviour, they are expressions of what a 
life of faith means in a particular community.

A group of Friends in Britain are today beginning to use their own 
‘Rules to Live By’ following a course run by Alex Wildwood and Ben Pink 
Dandelion at Woodbrooke in 2006. Through mutual support they identify 
how they wish to lead faithful lives, and write and share their own ‘rules’. 
They provide for each other a structure for mutual accountability in living 
with spiritual authenticity. The focus is on practical, even measurable, 
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behaviour and can include for example: a commitment to daily spiritual 
practices, or a plan for annual retreat, or ethical ways to earn and spend 
their money, or a responsible environmental footprint, or action for social 
witness. Elders can encourage Friends to develop their own Rules to Live 
By for authentic living and to provide for each other mutual support and 
accountability. This is not only a matter of outward behaviour but also of 
mutual nurture and trust. 

Spoken ministry
We can all think of occasions when the ministry of an individual has been 
self-serving rather than spirit-led. Whenever this happens the community 
has a responsibility to bring the Friend back to the authentic voice of the 
Spirit. This responsibility is rightly exercised by elders; however, it is in 
this aspect of eldership that difficulties sometimes emerge. Friends can be 
reluctant to challenge those whose verbal ministry appears inappropriate, 
even if the absence of such discipline is an example of benign neglect. As 
Ron Selleck has written, 

‘Both an unspiritual rigor and unspiritual laxity are destructive of 
life. If many were lost then to rigor, many more are lost today to 
lukewarmness, indifference and apathy masquerading as tolerance 
and long suffering’ (Selleck 1983).

When I spoke to Friends however, I did not hear about inappropriate 
eldering, only examples of how loving care brought them to grow in 
their ministry. I heard example after example which illustrated guidance 
offered with love, tenderness, compassion and sensitivity, all wonderful 
examples of Spirit-led eldership. They showed how Friends can be moved 
to another place, to a new understanding, by the gentle nudges of elders. 
They were part of a loving and nurturing ministry. It is difficult to choose 
examples. I offer two short accounts, there are other beautiful but longer 
examples. The names are fictitious: 

An ex-clergyman spoke in meeting for the first time when he heard 
ministry from a Friend, who in his opinion was wrong in his interpretation 
of the Bible, and he rose and spoke to put the meeting right. Afterwards a 
Friend spoke to him lovingly and directly telling him this was not the way 
of Friends. The elder’s approach was so kind that no offence was caused, 
and it was followed with an invitation to the elder’s home.
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Another meeting was very disturbed by an elderly Friend, John, who 
took notes during ministry and then read them aloud to the meeting. For 
some time the meeting took no action. Eventually Mary stood silently 
until John stopped speaking and resumed his seat. Speaking to John 
afterwards, Mary asked lovingly why he made notes and read them aloud. 
John replied that this was his way of dealing with his failing memory. 
When Mary told him that his presence in meeting was greatly valued 
by Friends, he ceased the practice and found peace. It appeared that 
his behaviour had in part also been an attempt to contribute to and be 
acknowledged by his own meeting.

I have often heard elders speak of great distress caused by inappropriate 
ministry, in its timing, its length, in the source of inspiration and the 
motivation of the speaker, in insensitivity or over-sensitivity to the 
perceptions of others. At the same time they feel restrained trying not 
to cause offence to the person who ministered. Sometimes in the end 
the elder is driven in anger and frustration to challenge the Friend 
and indeed by doing so does cause great offence. But elders have a 
responsibility to the spiritual well-being of the meeting. Courageous, 
loving and caring enquiry as to where the ministry comes from may 
provide an opportunity for spiritual growth for all concerned. Risk-taking 
can have surprising results. Elders have a role not only in challenging 
inappropriate ministry but also in encouraging discussion of what the 
Spirit has led Friends to say. It is a healthy spiritual community which 
talks over coffee about the ministry it has received.

There is a need for courage and approaches with a tender heart. Elders 
need to be empowered to carry out this vital contribution to our worship.

Nurture
Perhaps the most visible role of elders is responsibility for meeting for 
worship and for the worshipping community. Certainly the upholding of 
meeting for worship by attention to practical arrangements conducive to 
a gathered meeting is part of this function. Holding the meeting in prayer 
and supporting those who minister are other parts of this role. Yet there 
is also a less visible role, that of practising true listening to the Spirit of 
providing spiritual nurture for individuals within our meetings.

A worshipping community needs to grow and flourish in the Spirit. By 
learning together we grow. Elders can identify such needs and facilitate 
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meetings for learning, either by conducting them themselves or by 
arranging ministry from outside. They can ensure that Friends grow 
together by sharing meals and witness. For example the Quaker Quest 
initiative in Britain has had many benefits, not only by bringing people 
to Friends but also by facilitating dialogues in meetings about beliefs and 
spiritual journeys. These have strengthened the spiritual life of meetings, 
bringing inreach as well as outreach. 

Discerning and recognising the gifts of ministry within a Friend is also 
a traditional role for elders, yet this nurturing role has wider implications. 
Elders can support the discernment of nominations committees by 
prayerfully upholding their work. If they share their insights with the 
Friends in whom they identify gifts and leadings they can encourage 
confidence and willingness to serve. The work of nominations committees 
is arguably the most important in any meeting, for it brings forward the 
names of Friends to nurture our spiritual life from which our witness and 
testimonies spring. Roy Stephenson, in his travelling ministry, stresses 
the importance of prayerful discernment, of worshipful meetings and of 
the importance of knowing each other in that which is eternal as well as 
temporal. The work of nominations committees has elements of oversight 
and eldership because Friends taking up service often need training and 
guidance as well as support. 

 In the USA there has been a shift in a few meetings to lay down 
nominating committees, replacing them with committees for gifts and 
leadings. This shift in emphasis highlights an important task for elders. 

The emphasis on individual spiritual experience and a reluctance to 
offend within our meetings has resulted in a reluctance to share our 
spiritual paths. This in turn has meant that within the community we 
have sometimes lost the informal learning from each other wherever we 
may be in our spiritual journeys. 

In some communities the use of a spiritual director, with its origins in 
other faiths and denominations, has been borrowed and modified for use 
among Friends although they are more likely to be known as spiritual 
nurturers or spiritual guides. 

I found examples of ways in which elders had facilitated or formalised 
such support for each other: mentoring in which a more experienced 
Friend might for instance support and guide someone just taken into 
membership, or spiritual friendship where two or more Friends perform 
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this service for each other. Spiritual nurture is an important part of 
eldership; it may take many forms corporately and individually. For some 
this may be extended into training to become a spiritual director. Some 
Friends find a spiritual nurturer thus trained in spiritual direction, who 
may or may not be a Friend, to be a vital part of their spiritual life. 

The elder-nurturer role is embodied in the words of Douglas Steere. 
He powerfully describes true listening: ‘To listen another soul into a 
condition of disclosure and discovery may be almost the greatest service 
that any human being can perform for another’ (Steere 1955). 

Supporting Elders
Edward Hoare reminds us, ‘Those who are called to the office of elder 
need help to prepare for the tasks which lie ahead. Perhaps the first task 
of the elder is to nurture each other for how otherwise can they give to 
the meeting?’(Hoare 1995).

My interviewees talked about the importance of being prepared in 
mind, body and spirit. We need to do our homework: 
•	 We	need	to	get	rest	and	play	as	well	as	undertake	the	work	that	

is required of us. It is our responsibility to ensure that we are as 
physically fit as possible to undertake our calling; 

•	 We	need	to	do	our	intellectual	homework,	ensuring	that	we	are	well	
versed in the history and theology of the Quaker way and familiar 
with initiatives which require our witness in the world; 

•	 We	need	to	ensure	that	we	are	psychologically	prepared,	and	that	we	
have done the work necessary to ensure that we do not bring our own 
distress to our interactions with others, so that we understand our 
own emotional landscape sufficiently to know what is ours and what 
belongs to another; and

•	 We	need	above	all	to	be	spiritually	nourished.	Being	an	elder	is	
in itself a rich experience, and to hear of the intimate spiritual 
experiences of others is a privilege and a joy. The feedback that we 
receive from our communities is another rich source of support. We 
spend time listening and upholding the spirit within our worship, 
and this too nourishes us. However, elders also need elders, spiritual 
nurture. This can be provided through a peer group process. In 
listening to each other we need to pay attention to the movement 
of the spirit within ourselves. This is our primary need if we are to 
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do our job effectively, and we are irresponsible if we do not care for 
ourselves in this way.

Conclusion
My exploration of the role of eldership has been a rich and enlightening 
journey. It is in itself a form of ministry. I have witnessed a recognition of 
the elder’s role which is rooted in the beginnings of the Religious Society 
of Friends and which transcends our organisational frameworks. I also 
detect a yearning in our worshipping communities for a strengthening 
of	the	role	and	function	of	elders.	New	shoots	are	appearing	in	eldership	
practice. Ministry continues within the Society, taking many forms, 
and although ministers may be identified in different ways they share a 
need for the rooted support of strong elders. Accountability was once 
an important part of our community life, and we need to capture the 
yearnings for personal accountability that we find today and to find new 
ways of achieving them. We need to be courageous in speaking truth to 
each other in the spirit and in love, for otherwise there is a danger that 
benign neglect will impede the flowering of our witness. We need to 
ensure that our meeting communities are places in which the spirit can 
flourish among us, and in which we learn to know and support each other 
in seeking that which is eternal. These are rightly the realms of eldership. 

Certainly in Britain and probably in other parts of the world we face 
considerable challenges. We need to come from a position of strength to 
reclaim the power of our worshipping community, to keep it grounded 
in God’s guidance and interpret it for today’s challenges. This is our 
witness in the world. We do indeed stand at a crossroads. We must find a 
confident	voice	to	express	clearly	our	life	in	the	Spirit.	Our	membership	
is	no	longer	dominated	by	birthright	Friends.	Our	culture	and	practice	
are no longer passed down through our genes or within family traditions. 
Our	numbers	are	now	dominated	instead	by	convinced	Friends.	

To revitalise the Society of Friends, we need to attract more people 
who are seeking the depth and richness of a life lived in the Spirit that is 
uniquely Quaker. We must therefore nurture and strengthen the heart 
of our faith. Eldership can do this for us. If we revitalise eldership we 
revitalise the Society. Strong eldership is the root of our life in the Spirit 
and in the world. We should not be afraid of its rigour. We need to name 
our elders, and to name what they do. We need to find ways of nurturing 
and	strengthening	our	elders’	roles	in	our	meetings.	Only	by	doing	this	
can we strengthen our ministry, return to discipline and accountability, 
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and nurture our meetings and the individuals within them. There is a 
hunger bubbling up, a sense of excitement and a willingness to be radical. 
We can seize the moment in the words of George Fox in 1656 to: 

‘be patterns, be examples in all countries, places, islands, nations, 
wherever you come, that your carriage and life may preach among all 
sorts of people, and to them; then you will come to walk cheerfully 
over the world answering that of God in every one.’

Quaker faith and practice 1.01.42

Jenny Routledge is a member of Norfolk and Waveney Area Meeting. 

Some questions for further thought or discussion:
•	 What	do	you	understand	by	the	term	eldership?	What	are	its	

qualities, roles and responsibilities?
•	 How	does	eldership	contribute	to	the	life	of	your	meeting?	What	is	

it like when it works well and what would you like to see more of? 
What	could	you/the	meeting	do	to	enhance	the	role	of	elder?

•	 Can	you	think	of	Friends	who	have	inspired	you	in	their	eldership?	
What was it about them that enabled them to be inspirational? Can 
you identify any of those qualities within yourself and members of 
your Meeting?

•	 ‘Elders	are	the	ones	who	remind	us	that	we	are	all	elders’.	What	does	
that mean?

•	 New	shoots	are	emerging	in	nurture,	discipline	and	accompanyment.	
Do any of these resonate with you? Might any of the examples be 
useful to your Meeting?

•	 Are	there	any	new	shoots,	ways	in	which	the	practice	of	eldership	
is being renewed and reclaimed, that you can identify with your 
experience as a Quaker? If so how could it be shared?
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Building bridges
Juliet Batten

Thoughts on the last epilogue of Britain 
Yearly Meeting 2009

‘Building bridges between our divisions –’ the singing voices rose gently 
into the air, first in one place, then in another, rising, falling, rising again, 
gathering volume.

Like echoes in some grand cathedral the music gently flowed on, like 
the ripples of the lake. ‘I reach out to you, will you reach out to me?’ 
Standing close together we joined hands, one to two, ten to twenty, fifty to 
a hundred, till we stood round the lake edge, united in song and in spirit.

As coloured lanterns floated up into the evening sky, the sound of our 
thousand voices drifted across the still water, the music lifting, dying, 
lifting once more in perfect accord.

‘With all of our voices and all of our visions, Friends, we could make 
such sweet harmony.’

Into the lofty canopy of the darkening sky the 
singing sound rose and was carried away, the 
still air enveloping the music. The lanterns rose 
higher and drifted over the horizon, the voices 
continued, filling our heads with sound, to leave 
it ringing in our ears long afterwards.

Juliet Batten is a member of  
Worcestershire & Shropshire Area Meeting.
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When did you last 
see your father?
Alan Davies

As we began our work of clearing up 
after Father’s death, we asked one another, my sister 
and I, why we hadn’t done it before. Why hadn’t we 
reorganised the house, removed the clutter, cleared out 
the junk, improved the kitchen? Why had we allowed 
the old man to put up with temperamental central 
heating, a Baby Belling cooker and rickety armchairs? 
Why hadn’t we put in a new bathroom downstairs four 
years ago when climbing the stairs became impossible 
for him? It certainly hadn’t been the money.

We consoled one another by the reassurance that he hadn’t wanted or 
needed improvements, he was comfortable enough in the ever decreasing 
circles of old age. He sat the whole day beside a large gas fire and so didn’t 
need the central heating in the other rooms. He didn’t do any of the 
cooking any more, he sat in the one comfortable armchair, he no longer 
bathed or showered, the district nurse came once a fortnight for that. All 
that was true, but it was only part of the answer. It was surely also the case 
that we, my sister and I, and our brother, had all implicitly recognised 
(never mentioning it to one another) that any such changes would have 
indicated to him (but also to us) that he was really no longer master of his 
own house, and therefore, of course, no longer at home.

Were we rationalising? Making it easy on ourselves that we hadn’t 
bothered as much as we should? Perhaps we were avoiding pushing the 
question too far because we were also conscious that those improvements 
to his house, which were certainly always desirable, would have probably 
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benefited us, his children, during our visits, us and our families, far more 
than Father and his old friends who had faithfully visited but each time 
stayed only briefly. So it probably was the case that our improvement 
anxieties had been at least as much for our comfort as for his.

 We sorted his papers first and then went on to his clothes. As we moved 
from room to room, other things made their impact, family photographs, 
ornaments, and the books, always the books. We realised, independently 
of one another, but just as quickly, that we weren’t at all clear what we were 
trying to do. What did ‘sort’ mean? We assumed that we would be selling 
the house though even that we were so far unsure about. What we were in 
fact doing, as we then realised, was resisting a finality.

There	were	other	finalities	too.	One	classic	example	was	the	distribution	
of his bits and pieces. Father had made a will, leaving everything to us, 
his three children, in equal shares. But that was a legal matter, one that we 
would certainly have agreed on even without a will. The moral question 
was who should have the bureau, the Victorian chair, the familiar 
reproductions. It wasn’t of course their value, which was minimal, but 
their meaning, symbolising the coherence of our family which he (after 
our mother’s death years before) represented. We were clinging on to its 
shadow, knowing that once these icons had gone to one or other of us 
then closure would be complete.

It was in the sorting of his papers that I found my strongest resistance 
to this tidying up. To begin with it seemed easy, money matters (bank, 
insurances, bills, house) official documents (marriage and birth 
certificates, vehicle licence), warranties and manuals, personal letters, 
professional notes and documents, Quaker papers (Father had been 
monthly meeting clerk and clerk of elders for years). I say easy but in fact 
it wasn’t easy at all. Items do not fit categories and forcing them in was as 
strong an imposition as was the removal of sentimental objects. Equally, 
items did not offer themselves as redundant. A decision had to be made 
in each case, once again a decision of finality.

Most poignant of all, and undoubtedly the main reason for our holding 
back, was the sense that in this sifting, this ordering and matching, not 
only of the papers, although there it was at its most vivid since they went 
back to his beginning, we were experiencing the incoherence of his life. 
What we had thought we were doing in the clearance was reaching out, 
now that his life had ended, to a discovery of the whole person. But if 
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there was a coherence, if there was a unity, that was not to be found in his 
papers, nor in his other things.

Papers, clothes, ornaments, these things of his, they made no whole. We 
had fallen prey to the fallacy of expecting to find a life’s work, its oeuvre, 
outside the person. But that happens only in art when the ‘work’ is crafted 
to make a whole. In real life, what we find is entropy, randomness, lack 
of connection, inconsequentiality, literally bits and pieces. The coherence 
is not out there, it is in the person for whom the products, whether they 
are books he has bought, ornaments, photographs or letters he has kept, 
kitchen equipment, are all contingent. So, in the case of our father, all his 
things represented bits of his life and, as with all of us, the parts did not 
reflect or make a whole.

No	doubt	a	biographer	would	find	interest	in	piecing	together	the	
records, the letters and other memorabilia, but the biographer is 
interested	in	the	life,	not	in	the	person.	On	another	occasion	we	too	
would have wanted to find out more about our father’s life, the letters he 
wrote to our mother when they were courting, where he had lived during 
his early years in London, what had been said to him when the Church 
in Wales, to which he had been devoted, made him feel unwelcome at the 
start of the second world war, and so on. But in this present clearing and 
sorting, our purpose was different. It was his self, his completeness we 
were looking for and we weren’t finding it in his house.

We were looking in the wrong place. What we were doing had to be 
done for practical reasons but also because we needed to learn through 
it where to look for the real person. What we were learning to do was to 
allow ourselves to mourn for him and that really meant coming to terms 
with the finality of his life. The coherence we sought was in ourselves and 
in those who knew him, not in his house and belongings any more than 
in his coffin.

The precise artistry of life is just that, that whenever it ends it is always 
complete. With that insight began our release. We sorted and tidied, 
accepting like others before us that:

‘In small proportions we just beauties see, 
And in short measures life may perfect be.’

Alan Davies is a member of Central Edinburgh Meeting 
The article was first published in Sesame, the newsletter of South East 

Scotland Area Meeting in April 2010.
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Just being
David Cadman

In an earlier issue of Quaker Voices I 
suggested that our addiction  
to ‘economic growth’ was not sustainable within what 
are increasingly seen as inevitable ‘limits to growth’ 
that arise, in part, because of oncoming climate change 
and resource depletion. The territory we are about to 
enter, the realm of a low carbon, low growth economy, 
in which the pain of resource depletion and global 
warming will be felt ever more acutely, will be difficult 
for us all. For the rich it will be the pain of rehab, the 
pain of giving up an addiction, the addiction of having, 
the addiction to growth and limitless consumption. 
However, for the poor it will be the fear of starvation, 
disease and death. If it feels uncomfortable in the 
temperate North, it will be unbearable in other less 
temperate parts of the world, especially in parts of 
Africa, India and South America.

It is this inequality that lies at the heart of much of the dispute that 
arose at the climate change conference in Copenhagen in 2009. There, 
those representing the South argued for ‘compensation’ from those in 
the	North,	compensation	for	the	damage	we	are	causing	them.	Some	of	
those	in	the	North	saw	this	differently	and	wanted	funds	for	the	South	
to be conditional, only to be made in return for agreements that these 
countries would take specific actions to manage their carbon emissions. 
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In the end, it was agreed that a payment would be made over a period 
of years, although even this, some fear, may mean no more than a re-
designation of existing commitments to aid. In any event, it is almost 
certain that the so-called Copenhagen Accord will not be enough to 
prevent great disaster in the South.

Some of the greatest hardship and devastation will be in Africa where 
the increases in temperature are likely to be something like twice the level 
of those in Western Europe. Such a rise in temperature and the climate 
change it will bring with it will not only give rise to devastating drought, 
flood and famine but to an increase in diseases such as malaria, dengue 
fever and cholera. In the short term, and assuming even no more than 
a 1˚C rise in temperature (and many now think it will be not less than 
plus 3˚C), between 75 and 250 million people in Africa will be at risk 
of increased water stress as the incidence of drought and desertification 
increases. If temperatures reach plus 2˚C, this may increase to between 
350 and 600 million and up to 1.8 billion if temperatures rise by 3˚C, 
which could happen by around 2080. This means putting at risk a 
population equivalent to over eighty percent of all the people presently 
living in Europe or, at 3˚C, a population more than twice the size.

Similar statistics can be found for India, parts of South America and, of 
course, for many ocean-bound and low-lying islands. But beyond all this 
‘information’, the personal stories are, if anything, more compelling. In 
December 2009, a feature in the The Observer recorded statements from 
mothers who had recently given birth. 

Thinking about the future of her new daughter, whom she had not then 
named, Elisa da Silva from Barro in Brazil said about the possibility of 
climate change:

 What I hope for my daughter is that she lives in peace…[but the] heat 
has risen and the rains are little.

 Living in Kenya and having just given birth to a son, Olomaina, 
Noormirisho Mutonka, said that her pregnancy was not easy: 

Our cattle were weak because of the drought. I was helping to lift them 
and trying to save them. I was walking four miles for water, carrying 
20-litre jerry cans, all while pregnant. I [still] feel dizzy – often.
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In Bangladesh, Majeda Begum, who had just given birth to a daughter, 
said:

We don’t think we will have a tomorrow for our child.

She and her family live in a place where sea levels are already rising; 
where high levels of salinity are affecting soil productivity, agriculture and 
vegetation; and where drinking water is polluted – now.

And, in the tiny island of Timor-Leste, where the weather patterns are 
already changing, Joanna de Oliveira had given birth to her third child, a 
daughter, Fretelina. Joanna said:

 We feel climate change when the local well is dry and the extra heat is 
stopping the baby sleeping at night. We have less rain and things grow 
less. … We want a good future for Fretelina [but] we are worried the 
temperatures will rise more in her life and it is already killing people in 
our community.

These stories, and there are many others, are surely enough for us to 
ask anew the very particular question: who is my neighbour? What does 
this ask of us? It cannot simply be that we should no longer take a holiday 
by plane or that we should insulate our roof space and buy a smaller car. 
If more and more people far away will starve and then die because of us, 
then	what	shall	we	do?	It	is,	in	a	way,	easy	to	say	we	should	give	to	Oxfam	
or the Disasters Emergency Committee – and we should. But in this we 
remain apart. How can we come closer to those who suffer most? How 
can we sit beside them and take our fair share of their suffering for their 
sake?

Whatever one thinks about the precise accuracy of forecasts of global 
warming,	about	climate	change	and	Peak	Oil,	about	what	is	being	said	
about a realm of low-growth or about stories of those who suffer, together 
we are surely being told the task we face is daunting. In the rich world, 
we are being told that coming to terms with the costs of our profligacy 
in time – in time to avoid catastrophe – is going to mean enormous 
change in expectations, aspirations and lifestyles. For the poor and most 
vulnerable, we are being told their future is at great risk. Improving 
our housekeeping will not be enough; leading simpler lives will not be 
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enough. Both are necessary but neither is sufficient. Above all else, we 
shall have to discern new ways of being, and we may have to do this in the 
face of growing instability, uncertainty, distress, fear and, perhaps, conflict 
– perhaps catastrophe. Whatever else may happen, and who can truly say 
what will happen, it is clear we are heading for turbulent times, times in 
which we will need to bring true discernment and love to these problems 
and to consider what is just in terms of our relationships with each other, 
with	distant	and	more	vulnerable	neighbours	and	with	Nature	as	a	whole.

In a world of limits, the conventional promise of abundance for 
all is false. And if the fantasy of this abundance is associated with an 
unrestricted individual freedom (especially to consume) then the world 
of limits must require something else, something in which rights are 
matched by responsibilities and by a sense of sufficiency, something in 
which there is a dignity of community. In the face of the devastation that 
may soon come to our distant neighbours, something more is required 
of us than the good work of aid and philanthropy. Despite a growing 
globalisation, one of our problems is that we in the West still see ourselves 
as separate from those who do not share our wealth; and what is more we 
believe we have the answers to their problems. In this way, we think we 
can help them and that they cannot help themselves. 

Indeed, some parts of modern philanthropy now regard giving as a 
kind of business, a transaction in which control is firmly held by the 
donor and a measurable return is expected on the funds they invest. 
Being clear about how funds are used and how help is given must be a 
good thing, and accounting for what happens is a part of this. But this 
rather arrogant ‘business-like’ approach too often supposes not only that 
we know what is needed but also that we know how it should be done and 
accounted for. Surely, the damage and distress we have already caused to 
financial and ecological systems is evidence that we do not. 

Such an approach distances us from them. But suppose we do not 
have the answers – or at least not all of them. Suppose they have – or at 
least some of them. For many years I have known of a group of people, 
the Gaia Foundation, who work as if this is true. Rather than having a 
preconceived notion of what is needed, they first take the time to get to 
know the indigenous people with whom they might work, for example 
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in Africa, in the rainforests of South America and in India. By listening 
to the elders and shamans of the community, they work to understand 
the traditional wisdom of the people. To some, this may seem to have no 
apparent and immediate return. But it is, nonetheless, the root of all that 
follows, because, in many communities, westernisation has separated 
the young people from their elders and all but destroyed this traditional 
wisdom – not least traditional forms of husbandry, forestry and water 
management, knowing when, where and what to plant and harvest. 
Working with the elders and the shamans, a bridge is built between them 
and the younger members of their communities so that they learn to help 
themselves sustainably and without becoming dependent upon us. Local 
and traditional solutions are rediscovered.

And it works. An example comes from Tigray in Ethiopia. Here, in 
what had become a barren land, sustainable cultivation was restored 
by using traditional methods to restore watercourses, introduce 
composting, prevent soil erosion, restore fertility. In this way, the negative 
environmental impacts and financial burden of prolonged use of Western 
artificial fertilisers and pesticides was reversed and overcome. At the 
same time, local governance was strengthened through local leadership 
and the development of ecologically sound byelaws to support water 
harvesting, fruit tree propagation, bee-keeping and biological pest 
control. So successful was this enterprise that it has since been rolled 
out not only to the entire region of Tigray but also to three other regions 
in Ethiopia. Today, over one hundred local communities are actively 
practising this traditional and sustainable form of farming. And as the use 
of chemical fertilisers (and thus dependency) has dropped by nearly sixty 
per cent, crop yields have risen by thirty to forty per cent – indeed, grain 
production has increased by over eighty per cent.

I am not an expert on these matters, but I sense deeply that this is the 
future, the future both for them and for us; that if we wish to find our 
way together towards a sustainable world and live within the limits of the 
Earth, we should do everything we can, not to try and persuade others 
to take on our own evidently unsustainable ways, but to work with them 
to restore and honour both their and our own traditional wisdom of 
husbandry and thereby heal both their lands and ours. For it is likely that 



November 2010

49

we have something to teach each other. We may be able to bring resources 
and some kinds of expertise and knowledge to them but it is their 
wisdom of connectedness and sufficiency that we have to learn. And until 
we learn to sit beside them and share together what we each have to offer, 
we will not find the right way forward nor will we be able to understand 
and thus correct the full impact of our profligacy.

In the end, and especially since the 2009 Copenhagen summit, I have 
come to feel that although politicians will, given time, make further 
progress, we will have to walk around them and simply work with each 
other as directly as we can – for time is what we do not have. Somehow, 
we must start locally to build a global movement for change – one family, 
one community at a time, because in this way, at least to some extent, 
we can sit beside our neighbours and learn from each other. I have no 
idea whether this can be done in a way and in time to prevent great 
catastrophe. I fear it may not. I do not even know what it would mean in 
practice. It is an act of faith. But everything within tells me the means will 
give rise to the end. In working in this way together we shall be opening 
the way for the working of Love to do the best it can – and Love is more 
powerful than the mean-minded and self-interested skirmishing of 
politicians and bureaucrats locked in an old world. We may not be able to 
do more than this but if we do what we can then, whatever happens, we 
will be together when it does. 

David Cadman is a member of Leiston Meeting in Suffolk.

Useful References
The Gaia Foundation:  www.gaiafoundation.org 
The Grantham Institute, The Science of Climate Change in Africa. www.

imperial.ec.uk/climatechange

We are all poorer for the crushing of one man, since the dimming of 
the Light anywhere darkens us all.

Michael Sorensen, 1986 
Quaker faith and practice 23.09
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Growth questioned
Tim Baynes

I was delighted to read David 
Cadman’s article ‘Limits to Growth’ 
in the September 2010 issue of 
Quaker Voices. 

Our	meeting	in	kendal	has	had	a	group	struggling	to	find	out	what	we	
can do about climate change.  Moreover I have been convinced of the 
limits to growth argument ever since the study first came out in 1972. It 
appeared to me to present a cast-iron case that there would be inevitable 
collapse within the next hundred years or so unless radical action was 
taken. A particularly convincing aspect of its thesis was the crucial 
interconnection between six major factors:
1. Population growth.  2. Industrialisation. 3. Limited energy supplies.
4.  Depleting mineral supplies.  5. The difficulty of growing enough food 
for the growing population.  6.  Mounting pollution.

The dangers faced by the world were further reinforced for me by 
Ronald Higgins’s book: The Seventh Enemy, a few years later, in which he 
identified a another dimension to the problem inhibiting change, namely, 
‘Apathy’,	or	‘Something	will	turn	up’.		One	could	include	policies	in	the	
first world selfishly resisting any change, in order to preserve (in the short 
term) its standard of living.

The Limits to Growth (LTG) used computers to study exponential 
growth in these six fields, and demonstrated the effect of what was 
dubbed ‘hitting the ceiling’, given the newly recognised fact that we live 
on a finite planet.

A dramatic example of ‘hitting the ceiling’ can be provided in the 
imaginary case of weed in a lake. If the lake is 1000 acres and the weed at 
present covers fifty acres or five per cent of its area, there would not seem 
to be an urgent problem. However if the weed increases at five per cent 
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per year then the area covered will double from fifty acres to 100 acres 
in sixteen years. Two hundred acres of twenty per cent will be covered in 
thirty-two years. Four hundred acres or forty per cent covered in twenty-
nine years.  Six hundred acres or sixty per cent covered in thirty-eight 
years. Eight hundred acres or eighty per cent covered in forty-five years 
and completely covered in about fifty years (assuming no preventative 
action is taken). When this concept is applied to any of the six variables, 
as we actually experience them, there is a stage when the problem seems 
remote and not too pressing. But in fact the final stages in the process 
happen much faster than we thought.

In order to explore the problem further I was put onto the book called 
World Futures: The Great Debate by C. Freeman and M. Jahoda, 1978. 
The authors reviewed comprehensively the main protagonists in the 
‘futures’ debate. Very broadly they can be split into the ‘pro’ and ‘anti’ 
Malthusian	camps.	Or	put	rather	crudely	the	‘Doomwatch	school’	versus	
the ‘Something will turn up school’.
•	 Malthusian	supporters:	Limits to Growth. Robert Heilbroner. Paul 

Ehrlich and the Latin American researchers called the Bariloche 
Group.

•	 Malthusian	rejecters:	Herman	kahn.	Some Soviet writers. 
A	more	recent	study	which	displays	some	optimism	is	a	United	Nations	
report: Our Common Future: The World Commission on Environment and 
Development (the Brundtland Report 1987).

I can best illustrate the range, by quoting directly the summaries, made 
by Freeman and Jahoda, of the positions taken by the different writers
Meadows: Limits to Growth 1972
 The limits will be reached in the next hundred years. The best way to 

avoid disaster is to slow down population growth because a growing 
population will not help redistribution and alleviate poverty. We must 
achieve equilibrium or face overshoot.

Heilbroner: ‘The Human Prospect’ 1974
 Robert Heilbroner is the most pessimistic of all the prophets. He 

argues that exhortation or polemics against economic growth 
are	futile.	Only	major	disasters	will	slow	the	pace	of	growth.	In	
the meantime, the poor nations will carry the full burden of the 
coming disasters. He sees: ‘The descent of the underdeveloped 
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world into worsening disorder, shorter lives, stunting of physical 
and mental capacities, pillaging when crops fail. People ruled by 
dictators preserving the power and affluence of the elite. Thus these 
nations will suffer self-triage (the writing off of states beyond help) 
consigning millions of their inhabitants to a human state like India 
or Pakistan’. If he had been writing today he might well have said 
Ethiopia or Mozambique.

     The only solution he sees is authoritarian government, because 
humanist (democratic) institutions are unable, or unwilling, to come 
to grips with certain obdurate human characteristics, like narrow 
self-interest and taking the short-term view. The inertia of the present 
industrial momentum is so powerful that no voluntary change is 
possible.

Bariloche Group
 Catastrophe is an everyday reality in poor countries – extreme 

economic difficulty predicted in Asia and Africa by 2000. Scarcity 
is	due	not	to	physical	limits	but	to	structural/political	factors.	Nor	
is population growth the major factor. The world must change the 
structure of its trading and economic relationships to achieve the 
supply of basic needs in poor countries, but without radical change 
this will not happen in time.

Kahn: ‘The Year 2000’ (1967)
 Qualified optimism: expect continued upward trend, an era of political 

stability, but islands of wealth in a sea of poverty. Step-wise progression 
to world-wide post-industrial society – change and continuity on a 
multifold front. The earth and man are remarkably resourceful.

David Cadman is brave enough to raise the whole question which lies 
behind all this, namely growth. He refers to a serious study of this topic 
called Prosperity without Growth by Professor Tim Jackson.

The role of Britain Yearly Meeting
I  just wonder whether the time has come for Britain Yearly Meeting 
to consider this whole question and perhaps to be as prophetic as the 
statement on same sex relationships  

Tim Baynes is an attender at Kendal Meeting.
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The me that is 
not mine
Benjamin Lamberton

I cannot get there without 
meditation. Meditation 
opens me. The body loses its 
utility. The senses are no longer directed by purpose. 
Perception broadens. Meditation brings awareness to 
these changes. The ears hear wind moving old leaves 
across grass. Soft cold air rests against my cheek. 
Through the soles of my feet I sense the dark abode of 
roots, of fungi, of waiting life.

There is a sudden bird call. Declarations of indignation by waterfowl, 
geese pulling at the grass, moving step by step toward me. The scramble 
of the squirrel, the rasping traction of its feet on the rough bark of a sweet 
chestnut. The breath slowing, deepening, expanding space, caressing the 
belly, softening the throat, assuaging the hard tension in my face.

My eyes closed, the meditation deepens, interrupted by bits of 
conversation just heard, fragments of fantasy, a neglected grievance. 
These are falling away now, dissolved by the sensuality of silence, the 
silence moving inward, possessing the body, disassembling the mind.

Time has suspended. And so I dwell in myself, but myself, my ‘me’, is 
porous now, and my ‘me’ is the sounds I hear, the sensations I feel. The 
walls have fallen. I am the soft dark richness beneath my feet. I am the 
cold sharp air on my cheek.

I am in the fullness, at peace. 
Slowly, I open my eyes. My body is peaceful in stillness, held by my 

steady breath. My eyes, shy at first, rest on the rough grass at my feet: 



Quaker Voices

54

tumbled, fluted, wind-made forms, worn by winter, meshed with damp 
leaf fragments, wet grass and leaf fragments shine. This too is me. I close 
my eyes, rest in meditation, and then open them again, my eyes follow the 
gentle contour of the earth, here and there a fallen branch, to the massive 
bole of the oak. The tree’s juncture with the earth, the spreading base of 
the bole, holds me. I breathe and watch. The root limbs plunge into the 
earth’s darkness.

Then my eyes follow upward, the trunk anciently torqued. A reddish 
streak on the bark, a sanguinary stain climbing to where the trunk shifts 
leftward, birthing two great limbs, then climbing again. Climbing to the 
junction of eight huge arms, eight trunks, each culminating in a complex 
of branches. My eye follows to the crown, each limb climaxing in furious 
twists of bare twigs. The crown lies flat against the grey sky.

My breath holds the meditation, and absorbs the majesty of the oak. 
Yes, it too is me. 

I am emerging now from the meditation. And my mind asks: how can 
I claim that this oak, this lofty being, is me? From a distance my soul 
responds: it can be me because this me of the deep breath, of the fullness, 
of the utter porousness, is not mine. It has no boundaries. It belongs to 
the earth, to the wind, to the oak itself, to anyone who seeks it. It is not 
mine.

Benjamin Lamberton is an attender at Richmond Meeting.

I come back again and again in my own mind to this word Truth. 
‘Promptings of love and truth’ – these two sometimes seem to be in 
conflict, but in fact they are inseparable. If we are to know the truth, 
we must be able to see with unclouded eyes, and then we will love what 
is	real	and	not	what	is	duty	or	fancy.	Once	when	I	was	in	the	middle	of	
a difficult exercise of Quaker decision-making, I wailed to an older and 
wiser Friend, ‘How can I speak the truth in love when I feel no love?’ 
Her reply was, ‘Unless you speak the truth there never will be love’.

Alison Sharman, 1986 
Quaker faith and practice 20.75 
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Pssst! God’s in the sauna, 
pass it on
Margaret Clark

I ran into God after work today. I had finished my 
cardio workout and was sitting quietly in the sauna 
letting the heat warm my bones and flush out a week’s 
worth of toxins.

I didn’t recognise the Divine when she first sat down. Actually, she looked 
about my age, wore grey trackies and her pink t-shirt was sweat-stained. 
The body pump class had been really tough and she was relaxing a bit 
before joining her daughter for a body-balance class.

Ah, I thought, a fellow gym-junkie. We talked about all the different 
things there are to do in ‘our’ gym and why we preferred it to the one 
across the street. It was a simple, flowing chat and after fifteen minutes 
her daughter collected her for the next class.

We smiled and said good-bye. As I resumed my quiet-time, I realised 
that I felt lighter and, as if a light had been turned on, the next steps in my 
life were more clear.

It came to me that our conversation had not been one of simple 
chatting. Somehow during that short time I had unintentionally woven 
a series of nearly Zen-like questions about courage, identity, choices 
and values. Drawing on her experiences, I was given both answers and 
directions.

I am reminded, but yet again, that the Divine not only moves in 
mysterious ways, but also appears in many forms. Sometimes we are 
instruments in this magic, and at other times we are vessels for receiving 
what is given.

The task, I think, is to be open to, and grateful for, the opportunities of 
both roles when they are offered.
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As members of a family, of any description, we have many roles foisted 
upon us. Personally, as a mother I am known as both the dragon-lady and 
the good fairy. As a wife, I hope I am more a helpmate and a soulmate, 
but I confess to periods of being a clinging vine. And these are only two 
of the multiple daily roles that I, like the rest of us, fill.

And yet, those roles do not usually define us fully or accurately. 
Similarly, the individuals in our family are more than the roles we expect 
them to fulfil. Regardless of our age, or spiritual beliefs (including an 
apparent lack of interest in things spiritual), the Light or Divine within 
each of us has the capacity to touch others in ways we do not always 
foresee.

In this sense Friends, including families, are a ‘guided people’. George 
Fox wrote ‘…The true faith changeth not, which is the gift of God, and a 
mystery	held	in	pure	conscience…	Our	faith,	our	church,	our	unity	in	the	
Spirit, and our Word, at which we tremble, was in the beginning before 
your church-made faiths, and our unity, church and fellowship will stand 
when they are all ended.’ (Britain Yearly Meeting’s (1995) Quaker faith 
and practice 19.22) 

Margaret Clark is a member of Canberra Regional Meeting.  
The article was first printed in The Australian Friend in September 2008

The fall – West Sussex 2007

There was a slow, slow turning this autumn 
no high winds to buckle and bend the branches;

It was as if someone had taken a blowtorch
to the trees, a flare to scorch the leaves to flame,

a jet of heat making a blaze of amber and copper,
bushes into braziers so hot I could almost feel

the colours warming my hands. ‘As good’,
said	my	American	friend,	‘as	it	gets	in	New	England’.

Denise Bennett






