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Dear Friends,

Whew, what a summer this is turning out to be!  I am writing to you from 
Yearly Meeting Gathering (YMG) in Bath, where we have been living and 
journeying together with over two thousand Friends.  Our little family 
had spent the previous week in the Forest of Dean with the Quaker 
Campers, basking in the warmth of summer, worshipping and relaxing in 
a loving community under the sun and the stars.

Earlier in June, we joined our friends for the first meeting for worship 
at the new Kingston Quaker Centre in south-west London.  This marked 
the end of a rather epic journey, a homecoming, for Kingston Friends, 
who began the process of building a new meeting house twelve years ago.  
As their landscape architect I have been honoured to accompany them 
on the last stage of their journey, and it has been wonderful to design 
and help create a slightly wild setting for this sustainably built centre.  
Local and area meeting volunteers and members of the community 
came together to plant part of this setting one warm July day, engaging 
spiritually through the environment and taking over stewardship of their 
new home outside and in.  

My approach to landscape has been shaped by my spiritual journey.  
I try each day to become more open to the mysterious forces that 
continually recreate our universe.  I no longer design spaces in which 
specific things should happen, rather seeking to use earthly materials to 
uncover the stories of our natural and cultural heritage.  It is my hope that 
the spaces created between plants and built elements will invite wonder, 
discovery and the unexpected, and thus maybe the experience of the divine. 

In several of the sessions I attended at YMG, questions arose around 
how we use language to describe that experience; and what we mean 
when, each and collectively, we speak or write the name God.  Quaker 

Life Central Committee have released a minute 
on this matter and it is included in this issue.  I 
hope to share more of your experiences of these 
explorations in future issues.

In Friendship,
Jennifer Mui, editor 
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Quaker Life Big 
Network Day
Oliver Waterhouse

What can you do as an individual 
Quaker or an attender at a meeting when something 
happens that means that your meeting needs some 
support?  Where do you turn if you have explored 
possibilities within your local and area meeting and 
are coming to dead ends?  Can you learn from others 
as well as offer to share your own experience and 
learning?  

The Big Network Day was a way for Quaker Life to share with Friends 
ways that they can do all of these things and more. It was held on 
Saturday, 8 March 2014, through the theme Stories of Service. Participants 
at this free event discovered the Network and heard from Network 
members who are involved in the work. Some of those Friends’ stories 
have been gathered and shared with you in this issue of Quaker Voices.

The Quaker Life Network is an initiative that falls within the 
‘supporting meetings’ area of Quaker Life’s work. The Network is used 
to reach Quakers, develop pieces of work, offer support, link people and 
organisations together and much more as well. It is not only Quaker Life 
that has the benefit of the Network: more and more it is being used for 
these purposes in all of our work. The diversity of what we do as Quakers 
is being shared with all Friends through the Network.

What does service mean to me?
Service has always been something that I have felt compelled to give. 
Volunteering, whether it be Quakers or other organisations, has felt 
important and has given me opportunities that I might not have had in 
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my work or personal life. Sharing our gifts becomes a habit and I have 
found that as time has gone on I have begun to share in this way by 
habit. As I have become practised at giving service I have found that I 
am able to access gifts that I was not aware that I have. This has created 
opportunities for me that I did not think would be possible. An aspect of 
service that excites me is, as part of a nominating group, having a shared 
vision of gifts in others: being able, through deep discernment, to see 
things in others that may be hidden to them and give them the gift of 
opportunity. The real reward is seeing people flourish in roles in which 
they would never have pictured themselves. In terms of my Quakerism, 
service offers a chance for me to deepen my faith and develop and 
understand my own interpretation of God.

So what about the Network?
Service to the central work has often been committee-based and most 
Friends will have been asked to make a commitment for a certain length 
of time, often a triennium.

The Network is different, offering short-term or one-off opportunities 
that anyone can offer to join in with. Opportunities are shared through 
the regular communications and Friends can choose to respond if they 
like the sound of something and the time is right for them. Some of 
Quaker Life’s areas of work hold particular interest for Friends. Examples 
of these are children and young people’s work and peace education. These 
are two of the areas where interest groups, or clusters, have been formed 
to respond in greater detail to the need. A list of all clusters can be found 
online by visiting www.quaker.org.uk/qln-clusters.

Clusters work within and alongside the Network. They are not 
committees or working groups and are largely autonomous so can 
work flexibly. There is not a common way that clusters operate; this 
is intentional so that they can respond as they need to. They can help 
Quaker Life to respond to pieces of work as it becomes apparent that 
there is a need. Equally, once it becomes clear that the cluster’s work is 
over, or it is being done in another way, it can easily be laid down. These 
are the different types of cluster as I see them:

• Informative: These clusters pass information to an audience, 
usually in the form of a newsletter that all Friends can choose to 
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subscribe to. An example of a cluster like this is the Godly Play 
Cluster. 

• Active: These clusters might work with Friends in meetings or 
offer support to Friends in other ways. Two examples of these are 
the conflict in meetings cluster (working in meetings) and the 
1652 cluster (offering support to people – Quaker or non-Quaker 
– who want to visit areas of interest in 1652 country in the north-
west of England).

• Deepening: Clusters in this category are often working in support 
of meetings. They might engage with Friends but do not offer 
workshops or events to meetings. They try to discover best practice 
from one and share with all. An example of this type of cluster is 
the mental health in meetings cluster.

Some of the clusters are open to all and can be joined when subscribing to 
the Network email, visit www.quaker.org.uk/qln-enews.

In developing the Network, Quaker Life wanted to create a way for 
meetings to ask for support and to connect those requests with Friends 
who could help. This, as with anything new, is a slow process but it is 
one that is beginning to catch on. The number of meetings asking for 
help in this way has risen gradually in the years since the Network was 
launched in 2008 and has become one of its main activities. This is great 
news because it is also a really good way that we are able to measure 
how widely known the Network is becoming. It has also opened up 
the opportunity for Quaker Life to gauge some of what is happening in 
meetings in real time and develop appropriate pieces of work where a 
new need becomes clear.

The Network is here to stay and with over 1200 Friends and attenders in 
direct communication with it, it has become as important to the central 
work as it is to meetings in need of help.

Find out more about the Network online at www.quaker.org.uk/
qlnetwork or contact qlnetwork@quaker.org.uk, 020 7663 1007.

Oliver Waterhouse is the Quaker Life Development Officer.
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Reflections on Quaker Life 
Network experiences
James McCarthy and Gillian Turner

I am a big fan of the Network. It’s 
an easy way for Friends to get 
involved in a wide range of projects. 
It seems easy to match people’s skills 
and experience to what is needed.

I joined the Network in the summer of 2012 and almost immediately 
applied to help elders in Kendal and Sedbergh area meeting. They wanted 
a workshop to develop their identity and sense of togetherness as an area 
meeting group. I spent a day with ten of them at Cartmel, a lovely meeting 
house in the south Lakes, which I thoroughly enjoyed. Then I offered 
to help write a summary of the responses received from meetings about 
the Quaker Life Explorations initiative. I had not been involved in the 
initiative myself, and I found it fascinating to read what meetings had to 
say on the experience. I wrote a short report, which was generally positive 
about the project while trying to be honest about any difficulties.

Then I read of an invitation to help Pickering and Hull area meeting 
look at the difficult problem of finding names for major monthly meeting 
roles like treasurer and clerk. I did this project with a Friend from Bolton, 
Nick Tyldesley. I attended two evening meetings where members of the 
whole Area Meeting (eight local meetings) came together: the first was 
to hear Paul Parker talk about current developments in the Society, the 
second was three members of Northumbria Area Meeting talking about 
how they had re-structured their meetings, with a consequent increase 
in the sense of purpose and vitality attending their meetings. Nick and I 
then led a day workshop on how the area meeting could address the issues 
– this involved raising a sense of energy and shared purpose more than 
looking at structural solutions. I hope it was successful. People seemed to 
enjoy it; Nick and I certainly did. I gather Pickering and Hull have now 
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adopted the Northumbria model in an experiment that is to go live with 
the area meeting in March. 

I also took part with Alistair Fuller in one of the Sharing Meeting 
stories events at Brant Broughton meeting in Lincolnshire. This was on 
a Sunday afternoon. Alistair and I attended worship in the morning, 
enjoyed a fabulous shared lunch with about twelve members of the 
meeting, then sat down to an hour or ninety minutes of discussion 
around the three questions that the project had devised. This again 
was a fascinating experience. Brant Broughton Meeting came across as 
experienced, friendly, lively and committed, and it was a pleasure to share 
some of this. Even better was the fact that Alistair was writing it up, so all 
I had to do was facilitate the discussion!

My most recent Network experience was leading a workshop alongside 
Andrew Burns for Friends in Kendal and Sedbergh area meeting. The 
theme was Membership. Andrew and I had a thoroughly enjoyable day 
and we learned a lot both from working together and from the energy 
and commitment of the twenty-eight workshop participants. 

Overall, my experience of taking part in the Network has been wholly 
positive. I would say, though, that it is not doing what it says on the tin: 
it is not a network, more a body of individuals who are linked to the 
centre (Friends House), not to each other, except incidentally at training 
workshops. Perhaps this day will help redress the balance!

James McCarthy is a member of York Area Meeting.

I have enjoyed taking part in a 
thoroughly tested and thought-
through procedure in dealing with a 
request from a meeting for support 
where there is conflict.

Quaker Life has issued clear guidelines for working closely with another 
facilitator and planning the way forward together. These have proved 
to be very helpful.  I have learned that it is important to give facilitators 
sufficient time to work and plan together and that any concerns and 
problems in planning should be dealt with, preferably face to face. 
Facilitators need to be clear and have in writing exactly what they have 
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been asked to do and how long they have to do it, and agree on how they 
should respond. 

Working in a team is very important to me. Facilitators need to meet 
together at least once well in advance of the event and to be in frequent 
communication by email or telephone. They need to meet with the group 
appointed to organise the event, usually the clerk and assistant clerk 
of the meeting, as well as the clerks of elders and overseers. It can be 
helpful to meet with the clerk of the area meeting also, if the matter has 
been presented to that body. All planning needs to be transparent and 
communicated concisely in writing to the meeting. Elders and overseers, 
from either the local or area meeting, should be appointed to be on hand 
as far as possible during the process and particularly during the meeting 
for worship for business where the meeting comes together as a whole.

It is vital that time is allocated carefully so that no one feels unheard or 
rushed. If the event takes place over a weekend, the facilitators need time 
to review together what they have heard, to iron out any difficulties in the 
process and to relax. At some stage, they will want to report back verbally 
and in writing to the clerk and others supporting them. After the event 
they also report back to the Quaker Life Network.

I enjoy meeting Friends and attenders from other meetings, listening to 
them individually and in groups, and co-clerking the meetings where the 
issues are raised in a spirit of trust in the process.  In one final Meeting 
for Worship I felt profoundly that we were meeting in the Light. Because 
side-issues had been raised and listened to, we were able to focus on the 
question that needed answering and so we met in right ordering.

What I learned practically was that when the guidelines in our book of 
discipline are not followed, problems can arise and small irritants become 
large and cause relationships to break down.

Others benefit from the facilitator’s input through the knowledge that 
they have been listened to sympathetically by someone impartial.  They 
were given the opportunity to ask questions and raise issues which, while 
not obviously part of the problem, affected the way they responded to 
it.  Quaker faith and practice advises a triennial Spiritual Review so that 
problems do not build up or hurts fester. However, I feel we ought to 
recognise that there is not always the will on both sides to seek a solution 
to conflict or even to engage genuinely in understanding others’ views.

Gillian Turner is a member of South East London Area Meeting.
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Reflections on our use of 
language
Martin Pennock

At Quaker Life Central Committee (QLCC) we have 
the opportunity to observe at close quarters the work 
of Quaker Life (QL) staff in Friends House. Twice over 
recent months the issue of the language we and they 
use as Quakers in the modern world has arisen with 
the Children and Young People’s team (CYP) and with 
the Ministry and Outreach team.

We read regularly in the Friend correspondence, which is often heartfelt, 
about the language we use and it is clear that how we express our 
contemporary Quaker experience is a current concern for Friends which 
is not likely to go away soon. But we on QLCC have understood that this 
has a real impact on the work of Quaker Life staff. On occasions they 
have been berated by Friends who see themselves as Christian for not 
making sufficient reference to the Bible, on others by “non-theist” Friends 
for making excessive use of “God language”. After much discernment we 
have taken the unusual step of sharing these two minutes from the recent 
QLCC meeting ( 14.17b and 14.41b) more widely. Unlike American 
Quakers in the 19th Century, we chose as a Society not to split. It seems 
important then that we should find ways of sharing our differences 
without rancour and should enable those who work for and with us to 
feel that we can share our stories with some clarity.

14.17 b) The use of God and the Bible in CYP work
We have heard from our staff of the difficulties sometimes faced by our 

CYP team in talking about God and the use of the Bible. We have been 
reminded that Quakers today are rooted in Christianity and open to new 
light. We value and encourage the work that our CYP staff and volunteers 
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do and they can feel emboldened to celebrate diversity in the language of 
faith that is used. “Take time to learn about other people’s experience of 
the Light. Remember the importance of the Bible, the writings of Friends 
and all writings which reveal the ways of God. As you learn from others, 
can you in turn give freely from what you have gained? While respecting 
the experiences and opinions of others, do not be afraid to say what you 
have found and what you value. Appreciate that doubt and questioning 
can also lead to spiritual growth and a greater awareness of the Light that 
is in us all.” (Advices and Queries no. 5)

14.41 b) The use of language in Quaker Life work
We are the Religious Society of Friends. We join together for spiritual 

comfort and discomfort. We have been asked by our Ministry and 
Outreach staff for guidance on the use of language. We refer them to our 
minute 14.17b to the Children and Young People’s team. We feel also that 
Advice 17 should form the basis of how Friends use language. Whilst 
we should take care in our use of words we should stress the importance 
of listening to what is behind the word. It can be difficult for us to find 
a shared language, but we are a non-creedal church and we have been 
reminded by John Woolman of the First Nation American who did not 
need translation as he could hear where the words came from. We have 
been reminded too of the different names that we call our inward teacher. 
We are aware that we cannot ditch our Quaker language; it is the best we 
have, but we can adapt and modify it. Staff should not feel silenced in the 
language they use and we encourage them to speak their truths. We are 
after all Friends in and of the Truth.

Martin Pennock is the clerk of Quaker Life Central Committee.

Poppy tops.
Photo: Bob Ward.
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Life Writing for 
Transformation
Moira Fitt

Triggered some years ago by a Creative Writing 
Workshop at Truro Meeting House, I started to 
explore my family history and write the stories down.  
Subsequently, I was drawn to start reflecting on my 
own childhood in a memoir and this led me to try to 
develop my writing into new areas. So when I noticed 
a course on ‘Life Writing for Transformation’ (LWT) in 
the Woodbrooke prospectus, I felt the time was right 
for me to try this new and more intensive approach 
within a group in a familiar safe place. 

Letting go of the usual pressures of spelling, grammar, etc. we were 
invited to write for ‘Just 5 Minutes’, or J5M as we call them, and trust our 
pens to flow with the spirit to engage with our authentic feelings.  Of 
course, ‘Transformation’ doesn’t happen overnight, and for me it was only 
when I returned for a further course on ‘Developing my Authentic Voice’ 
that I really felt the process working for me in a deeper way, which I felt 
was similar to that in meeting for worship. 

In the sunny Garden Room on our last day, we discussed over coffee 
how the experience could be widened out to reach potential new 
participants.  Some of the writers who had trained to facilitate further 
courses have since been able to offer these in meetings as wide apart as 
Edinburgh, Pickering and Abergavenny, as well as supporting further 
courses held at Woodbrooke, which have now attracted more new ‘Life 
Writers’ to learn new skills of Transformative Writing™ from Joanne 
Klassen and Eleanor Chornoboy. 

Another way was to invite ‘Life Writers’ to submit articles describing 
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their own personal experience to Quaker Voices for publication and five 
of us had articles included in the September 2013 issue, which you may 
have read.  We are all delighted that Jennifer has agreed to publish a few 
more in this issue. 

Moira Fitt is a member of Cornwall Area Meeting and attends 
Marazion local meeting.

Art of Listening
Anne Harding

“Speech has no meaning unless there 
are attentive minds and silent hearts.” – Pierre Lacout.

I find ministering in meeting for worship very difficult because I get 
anxious and start speaking quickly. When I sit down afterwards I realise 
that I have not really explained what I meant and am disappointed with 
myself. I wonder if I should have remained silent. When I was thinking 
about this problem I found this quotation in Quaker faith and practice 
and realised that whatever I said when I ministered would have no 
meaning unless the listeners were attentive. I find attentive listening hard 
to do and so it must be for anyone listening to me. I have noticed that my 
brother also finds it difficult. He has few friends and lives alone. When we 
meet for lunch I try to listen attentively to him and mostly I manage it. 
However, when I speak he spends his time looking at the people around 
us and seems impatient to speak again. I understand why but it makes 
me sad. I find it so affirming when someone really listens to what I have 
to say. It gives me the feeling of being loved and respected. I am aware of 
being loved in this way when I read what I have written during my LWT 
courses. 

I will continue to try to listen attentively to others.
Thank you everyone for your attentive listening.

Anne Harding is a member of Worcestershire & Shropshire Area Meeting.
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Allotment AGM
Farrukh Akhtar

Today is the Annual General Meeting 
at our allotment. I usually avoid these 
meetings, as I suffer plenty of similar ones at work. 
However, today we will be hearing about the adjoining 
leisure centre’s plans to re-develop their site. This has 
repercussions for us, so it’s important to know what the 
coming months and years will have in store.

I wish I could wow you with tales about my allotment adventures, but 
the truth is that I am a failure. My partner Sam and I are constantly 
being threatened with eviction if we don’t pull out a few weeds and start 
growing some veg. This year we are really in the compost bin. A huge pile 
of wood has remained rotting in a prominent corner of our plot for yet 
another year. Our excuse that it is reserved for the imaginary shed that we 
have been constructing for two years now, is well, no longer bearing fruit. 
The allotmenters are out with their Glycosulphate sprays targeted at us.

I arrive at the communal shed. People are trickling in with muddy 
wellington boots. The head of the committee (three steely-looking 
women) sit behind a large table. One of them hands me the minutes of 
last year’s meeting. Seeing several pages stapled together, I regret coming 
already. But they are rather sensational. They detail how the chairperson 
last year felt obliged to retire after s/he was repeatedly called a ‘fascist’ by 
some of the plot-holders. 

Ethel, the Secretary, decides we should give late arrivals a couple more 
minutes. There are some impatient twitches from others. So I ask Eddie, 
our beekeeper, if he wouldn’t mind giving an update on the bees while we 
are waiting (yes, we are lucky enough to have our own). I am distraught to 
discover that we lost a couple of hives in the recent storms (they toppled 
over and the queen bees were killed). But the remaining three made an 
excellent recovery, due to the early spring and an excess of nectar in the 
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blossoms everywhere. 
Eventually we start. The old chestnut about should we or shouldn’t we 

have a compostable toilet on site is flagged up again.  Ethel makes her 
usual speech about not overloading the compost bins and not using too 
much water. Once again, she tells us that this year the committee will be 
ruthless and evict anyone with a messy plot.

But then something unexpected happens. Friedrich, an eccentric 
looking man, whose unkempt beard straggles down to his waist, has an 
important issue to raise. I was recently shocked to discover that some 
of the other plot-holders call him Catweazle – because of his strange 
behaviour, as well as his looks. 

He says he is worried about the foxes. I sit up, puzzled. Put simply, he is 
concerned that the construction work will scare the foxes away and make 
the allotment more prone to other vermin, such as rats.

Eddie agrees this is a risk. The two enter into a protracted discussion. 
Friedrich wonders if they need to construct some dens to entice them to 
stay.

Finally, an exasperated woman calls a halt to the debate. ‘I am sure the 
foxes would prefer to build their own homes.’ We all look at her.

‘Yes – they’re certainly very happy living beneath my shed!’ another 
woman pipes up. We break into laughter.

‘Well, that’s decided then?’  a voice from behind me vies hopefully. 
We move on. 
But something has happened to me. Listening to this colourful cast 

of characters, I feel immensely touched by them. Where else could I 
hear about foxes and the importance of sycamore trees, of compostable 
toilets and bees? Despite their individual differences, everyone here is 
profoundly linked to the earth. I look around the circle and experience 
with each person in the circle and with Spirit the same deep connection 
that I can experience in Worship.  

I am blown away with the impact of this. This is why I stay, despite the 
constant threat of eviction, the rolling eyes at my messy plot, the back-
breaking hard work. There is community here and Spirit. I feel deeply 
rooted to the earth and the miracle of watching life grow around me. I say 
a prayer of thanks and promise to do better this year.

Farrukh Akhtar attends Walthamstow Meeting.
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Painting the daisies black!
Sallie Cooper

When I first found myself in a mental hospital I was 
terrified. Everything about it frightened me. I didn’t 
trust anyone, I didn’t know the routine, I didn’t trust 
the medication they were giving me, I thought the staff 
were mad, and had difficulty distinguishing the staff 
from the patients for a while. Then oh so gradually I 
settled in and one day it dawned on me that if I was 
there I must be mad so I could do what I liked, with the 
perfect excuse! No one could gainsay anything I did, as 
I was mad. So...

One day I had been painting and as usual all the patients wanted to join 
in and the staff had gone to the office and left me in charge of keeping 
everyone occupied, or so it seemed at the time.  Well, it was a day of 
glorious sunshine and we had been sitting around the only table, which 
happened to be in the extremely dingy smokers’ lounge, and I was getting 
fed up with the rapid disappearance of all my paints and brushes so I got 
out my poster paint – large squeezy bottles – selected black and poured 
it into individual medicine pots, one for each patient. They had been left 
on the radiator to dry. I then announced that as we were all depressed 
and the sun was shining outside everything outside looked obscenely 
cheerful and we had a duty to do something about it, so I proposed 
painting the daisies black! Which we proceeded to do. Not all the patients 
wanted to of course – some were much too sensible, but around ten or 
so of us did. And so we were all of us on the grass outside on a glorious 
summer’s day painting all the daisies black when the psychiatrist came 
out. For some reason he picked me out as the ringleader and asked me 
what we were doing. With a very straight face I told him we were painting 
the daisies black of course as it was summer! He shook his head with a 
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Found face - Adam moulded from 
the earth
Photo: Bob Ward.

baffled look but decided to probe no further and having done a quick risk 
assessment he asked me if the paint was non-toxic to which I exclaimed, 
‘Ooh I hadn’t thought of that. I’ll have to try it and see.’ He hurried off. 
For months we had black scrapings of paint in our medicine pots as they 
never seemed to want to come clean!

Then there were the shrouds. A very unquakerly thing that but then I 
had two perfect excuses: (1) I wasn’t a Quaker then, and (2) I was mad.

Left in the Sister’s office one day while she responded to an emergency, 
I wandered over to her desk and saw on the top of a pile of paper an order 
for paper shrouds, five in each size. Well I couldn’t resist it and added a 
nought to each five! The chaos that ensued when the unchecked order 
went through and 150 shrouds arrived for a hospital with thirty patients 
and the fun we had teasing the staff about the multiple deaths we would 
all have to undergo to ensure they were not wasted quite apart from the 
dilemma of where to store them – the treatment room was the preferred 
option as the laundry store was too accessible and who knows someone, 
might get it into their heads to paint them black!

Sallie Cooper is a member of Pickering and Hull Area Meeting.
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Towards a Quaker View of 
Mental Health
Jane Muers

The Retreat organised a day gathering, in March 2014, 
for around a hundred Friends to consider the following 
questions:  “What would characterise a distinctly 
‘Quaker’ understanding of mental health? Is there 
a distinct Quaker understanding of mental health?”  
The day was seen as part of a process of exploration 
amongst Friends which would also support the work of 
the Retreat.

The Retreat opened in 1796 to provide mental health care for Friends. 
It was set up through the vision of William Tuke. The initial inspiration 
developed humane practice called ‘Moral treatment’, based on kindness 
and self-discipline with a recognition of the importance of everyday 
relationships and occupations. William Tuke had faith that the project 
would succeed – he took risks; central to the work was the belief in the 
divine spark in everyone; there was constant review and interrogation 
of the early methods with clear recording of outcomes and there was 
engagement with the wider community. 

The Retreat has continued as a Quaker organisation with a commitment 
to provide a high-quality specialist mental health service that can be 
shared with others as an example of best practice. The question which 
has recently been asked is what the ‘Quaker’ part of providing a Quaker 
mental health service should mean today, what it means to the service 
and to Quakers more widely.

There has also been a growing explicit concern amongst Friends about 
mental health issues. These were highlighted by Young Friends some 
fifteen years ago and interest in them has been taken up by Woodbrooke, 
Quaker Life and other groups, such as Quaker Disability and Equality 

Sept 2014 140616.indd   16 19/08/2014   12:48



September 2014

17

Group, over recent years. The Quaker Life Network now includes a 
mental health cluster. The core group of this cluster has been collecting 
relevant stories from Friends and Meetings. The cluster can also offer 
support to Meetings.

Aspects of Quaker witness and mental health can be represented by a 
tree image:

This gathering was asked to focus on the trunk, seeking to explore ways 
of expressing what lies behind and grounds our Quaker work/witness 
in this area. The work and witness are the leaves; the roots are personal 
experience in all its forms, the experience and witness of Friends over 
the generations (including the work of The Retreat) and our Quaker 
faith, our approach to people, the world and our relationship with God. 
The hope was that we would draw on the roots to work towards a shared 
understanding of what informs or underpins our witness. This witness 
feeds our experience itself, thus feeding the roots.

During the gathering we heard personal experiences arising from 
different perspectives. The threads of our consideration were drawn 
together from both a theological and a more practical perspective. This 
work will continue.

This article is based on a talk given at the conference 
Towards a Quaker View of Mental Health, March 2014.  

Jane Muers is a member of Leicester Area Meeting.

Trunk is our 
understanding 
and the 
principles behind 
the work/witness

Leaves and 
branches are 
the work and 
areas of work/
witness

Roots: Quaker 
history and 
faith, personal 
experience, work 
of Retreat, etc.
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A Quaker receiving mental 
health services
Ceri Owen

Being a Quaker with mental health problems has its 
ups and downs. One of the most confusing things 
is the way mental health professionals react. In 
assessments, I’ve been asked if I’ve been in trouble 
with the police. Apparently “arrested for sitting in 
the middle of a road, dressed as the back half of a 
pantomime donkey, outside Faslane Nuclear Submarine 
Base” isn’t the answer they expect. When asked why 
I’ve done this, the answer “because God told me to” 
doesn’t help either.

A lot of psychiatrists seem to think that Quakers are really quite strange. 
If you try to explain meetings, they get very confused. Saying “We all sit 
in a circle and we wait for God to speak to us” sounds a bit like a mental 
health self-help group.

Those are some of the problems with being a Quaker with mental 
health problems, but there are lots of good things about it too. I’ve had 
lots of support, both practical and emotional, from my Quaker meeting. 
They’ve both ultimately been about acceptance; accepting that I’m a 
worthwhile member of my community and my meeting, even when I’m 
a bit of a mess. I’m not broken and worthless because I hear voices, or 
use mental health services, or haven’t had a job for years. It’s not about 
waiting for a miracle; I’m already a valued member of the community just 
as I am now.

Quakers have given me all sorts of practical help, and some of that has 
been working out the limits of what a meeting can do and finding the help 
that they can’t offer. So for example, I’ve had funds from my meeting and 
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the Retreat to access private treatment when I’ve been let down by the 
NHS. This allowed me to get back to University and finish my first degree. 
Some of the practical help has been simple things like meals, help moving 
house, phone calls when I couldn’t make it to meeting. 

At the same time, there’s recognition that even when I’m fairly poorly 
there are things that I can do and I’m not just hopelessly receiving 
help. When I was unemployed for a long time, I was put on the library 
committee. I had lots of spare time so I was able to do a lot of reading. 
I would go in and tidy the books up once in a while and that made me 
feel a bit useful. When I got a bit better, they showed I was really valued 
and trusted. I was given a very part-time job as an assistant warden at 
the Quaker Meeting House, which is quite a responsible job in a big city 
centre meeting house like Friargate. I was very surprised people would 
trust me to do that, knowing how ill I had been.

Quakers have really valued me when no one else in the world did. 
Not just on a one-to-one basis, but as a community. We challenge terms 
like ‘dole scrounger’ – it’s not just that I’m not like others, it’s that these 
terms are wrong and shouldn’t be part of the debate. Quakers have been 
very active in challenging attacks on the welfare state. Some of these 
have been very unfair on people with disabilities, such as the ATOS 
“Workplace Capability Assessment”. More broadly, Quakers have been 
active in challenging cuts to services that allow people to live healthy, 
stable, fulfilled lives. The bedroom tax, for instance, is forcing people 
to move away from the communities that support them. Quakers have 
been important in making good places to live, which particularly benefit 
people with mental health problems.

To sum it up, the main thing Quakers do is accept that we are already 
a part of the community here and not that we should only be after we’re 
‘fixed’, are ‘better’ or can ‘behave ourselves’. That means you have to 
work out ways to include us, on a one-to-one level, a meeting level, and 
to challenge society to include us and work towards a better place for 
everyone to live well and feel valued.

Ceri Owen is a member of York Area Meeting.

Sept 2014 140616.indd   19 19/08/2014   12:48



Quaker Voices

20

A Quaker working in mental 
health
Bronwen Gray

I came to work at the Retreat without expertise in 
mental health; and now, nearly four years on, I’m still 
not an expert, but what I know is from my experience 
– in the words of George Fox: Christ saith this, the 
Apostles say that but what canst thou say? So I will 
speak from my experience at work but have also been 
asked to speak briefly about my local meeting.

Walking alongside people in the role of Quaker Chaplain – it has been a 
huge privilege to be able to share something of people’s journeys. I know 
this will sound like a cliché, but the more I work with people with mental 
health problems the more I am aware that we are all somewhere on this 
amazing mental health spectrum. 

We have our Quaker testimony to equality and encouragement to 
answer ‘that of God in everyone’. So when I walk around the grounds at 
the Retreat sharing with someone what gives meaning in our lives, or 
what makes us tick, what I meet is the human spirit walking alongside my 
own spirit, not the mental health patient and the chaplain. And a further 
walk to our burial ground, with its uniform gravestones, is a tangible 
reminder that we are equal in death as in life: I love the fact that well-
known York Quakers such as Samuel Tuke or Joseph Rowntree have the 
same gravestones as some former patients. When I’m not walking around 
the grounds I might be found attending an evening yoga class. The reason 
I support the class is that staff and patients attend together as equals. And 
when you’re upside down, barefoot, in your yoga kit, remembering to 
breathe is the only thing that truly matters!

In my work role, it has been fascinating to see some patients’ attraction 
to Quaker values, if not to our silent worship. But for those exploring 
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mindfulness practice as part of therapy, Quaker silence isn’t a million 
miles away. Some have sought out our weekly meeting for worship and 
drawn strength from it. Yet clearly our worship isn’t what many people 
want, and for some the silence can be troubling. 

Through my role, I have observed how the singing of traditional 
hymns by some people with dementia can make a connection with 
faith and childhood. But for Quakers with dementia, what is there to 
hold onto? Perhaps the familiar words of Advices and Queries can make 
a connection? Or perhaps for some there is a safety and peace in the 
silence, where we can share a communion beyond words. One thing we 
do have is our practice of sitting in a circle around a table with a vase 
of flowers. This simple practice of sitting in a circle mirrors the way our 
therapy groups sit at the Retreat, and the way we arrange the chairs for 
our ecumenical Christmas worship. There’s something here about not 
only equality but also community, which feels really important when 
we’re working in mental health. So I hope the symbolism of sitting 
together in a circle gives a genuine message: we value your participation; 
you are an equal partner in this experience; you are part of this 
community.

In my first day at work, someone said to me that people would see 
through anything inauthentic or any dissembling: in this work it was 
vital to be authentic and real.  So I’ve learned that all I can be is myself 
and that I have to speak my truth. There is something in our testimony to 
truth and integrity which seems so vital for work in this field.

One of the truths I have learnt is that certainty is sometimes not 
wanted or not possible: doubts are true and real, and as a Quaker I can be 
comfortable with doubt and uncertainty. It may be frustrating to others 
that we are woolly and don’t have strongly defined beliefs, yet I have 
found that some people – regardless of any diagnosis - also struggle with 
beliefs and can be in a place of of doubt, of uncertainty. I have found it 
important to be able to be in that place with them, rather than to reach 
for answers.

What I appreciate about my own Quaker journey is that as my faith has 
evolved and changed, I have always felt accepted and there has never been 
a mould that I have to fit into. I guess this in turn helps me to accept and 
affirm where others are on their journey, and to validate what their own 
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experience – their own inner light – says to them. 
It is sometimes said that we are too inclusive, too tolerant, that 

anything goes. I guess we all have our own opinion about this. But in my 
experience, Quakers are prepared to stand up for and preserve what they 
feel is really important. This applies also to meeting for worship, which 
is at the heart of our Quaker experience. So if someone feels the need to 
talk incessantly through meeting (whether or not they have mental health 
problems!), I believe that elders would act to challenge that behaviour. 
But I hope that challenge would always be about behaviour rather than 
challenging a person’s place in the worship. We are sometimes inclined 
to shy away from those challenges – try to avoid potential conflicts – 
perhaps because someone has mental health issues. But if we are truly 
wanting to treat people as equals, is it right to duck the issues because 
someone has mental health problems? My experience as an elder has led 
me to believe that we can challenge, but crucially this goes hand in hand 
with loving acceptance and walking alongside those whom we challenge, 
and, and as Isaac Penington suggests, ‘helping one another other up with 
a tender hand.’ 

To conclude, I’m very aware that of course Quakers don’t have a 
monopoly on equality, truth and acceptance, and I am mindful that many 
people all around the world share these universal values. So as a Quaker 
working in mental health, all I can truly say is this is my experience: I 
can listen to the light within me, discern its leading and try to follow it. I 
may not know where I am being led, but I have to go forward in faith. But 
what I do know is that the light shines within the folk I come into contact 
with at work, and how much the light in their lives has touched mine over 
the past few years.

Bronwen Gray is a member of York Area Meeting.

Stepping out.
Photo: Bob Ward.
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A carer’s view
Peter Allen-Williams

Well, I must admit to feeling a bit lost after I was asked 
to talk about what being a Quaker means in my “role” 
as a “carer”.  I suppose I did not really realise what I 
was letting myself in for when I agreed to speak here 
today!

So what can I say in nine minutes which might help us think about a 
“Quaker response to mental health issues”?

The particular areas I suggest we think about today are based on our 
Testimonies to Truth, Peace and Equality.

But before that, perhaps it would help to tell you a bit about myself. 
I was brought up the eldest of three children in a caring Christian 

household.  I started to live away from home when I went to boarding 
school at the age of fifteen, where I was well supported by a variety of 
relatives.  However, I was shy and did not have any really close friends.  

I trained as a water engineer and have worked overseas in Africa and 
Indonesia, as well as in the UK.   

Spiritually speaking, as a child I attended various denominations of 
Church, but not a Quaker meeting.  Somehow, my parents provided me 
with two things – an ongoing awareness of “God” or “the Spirit” in my 
life, and a caring ethos.  

As a result, I have slowly learnt to make major decisions trusting in the 
Spirit.  This means I first try to do what I can to understand and prepare, 
but then I seek “inner” guidance, from the Spirit, through contemplation 
and meditation.  This is where being a Quaker has helped.  The hour 
of silence on Sundays is a godsend, particularly at difficult times. So is 
the support of Friends. I guess some might call the way I try to make 
my decisions “intuition”.    Usually, I have not found this too difficult in 
practical matters and I’ve often found myself being “led” during my life.  

In summary, I feel like a relatively independent and self-reliant 
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person, blessed with good physical and mental health, most of the time.    
That’s fortunate for me, as I like to try and be in control of my life…!!!      
However, I did have both physical and mental health problems and 
treatment connected to my first marriage break-up.  

I came to Quakers in my forties towards the end of my first marriage, 
which lasted twenty-two years.  When this happened, I was fortunate 
to be led to a local meeting that met my needs at that time, because it 
included two practising psychotherapists and an excellent counsellor.  
This was a time when I was struggling to understand clinical depression.  
I did my part by reading and also by accompanying my first wife to some 
of her appointments, including one with Dorothy Rowe, who wrote a 
very useful book Depression – the Way out of your Prison.  It was in that 
book, in the section on getting better, that I found her suggestion (no. 4)  
“Create a peaceful place within yourself ”.

In both my marriages, my partners have suffered mental health 
difficulties.  Perhaps this says more about me than my wives.  Both my 
wives have needed changing amounts of support and care over the years, 
as have the children involved.  

I have also worried about my role in exacerbating both my wives’ 
problems, problems which were not apparent to either them or me before 
we married … although with our older and wiser hindsight, we might 
well have seen the warning signs.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

Now to go back to my thoughts regarding Testimonies – first,  
confidentiality and our testimony to truth.

At meeting, a concerned Friend might ask me, “How is your wife 
feeling today?” after she has not appeared at meeting. 

A genuinely concerned request, but how do I explain, without causing 
offence or conflict, that in Truth she has not come because she can’t bear 
sitting in silence for an hour, … or that she could sit for an hour, but 
does not want to talk to anyone after the meeting, but would feel guilty 
“escaping”… or maybe she does not want me to talk about how she is at 
all…

I have found no real answers to this truth and confidentiality dilemma, 
but it continues, although I sometimes found it easier once she had told 
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the Meeting about her illness.   But that also led to its own set of problems 
with some caring Friends.

I would also like to talk about conflict and our testimony to peace.
Often, we are not very good at dealing with conflict between members 

of meetings.  In my case, my actions caused me to leave a meeting when 
we (my first wife and I) could not resolve our conflict.

This was despite attempts at intervention by seasoned Friends, trusted 
by us both, to help or mediate.  That conflict also inflicted much pain 
on many of our loved ones.  So, what can or should we be doing to help 
resolve conflicts, particularly where one or both Friends may have mental 
health issues?

And why should we try and work with both parties?  Surely that is 
because of another testimony – our testimony to equality.

My belief is that there is “that of God in everyone”, but in practice, 
I find this hard to implement.  That’s my failing and comes from my 
early conditioning.  As an example, I remember that when I first went 
to Africa, I was a racist.  Not consciously, because I was going out there 
to “help”.  But looking back on my time there, I can see I had taken the 
beliefs of middle class England in the seventies with me. However, out 
there in Africa, meeting and working with Africans in normal life, these 
beliefs became ridiculous and more importantly, I became aware of them.  

Similarly, my experiences of mental health issues in partners, friends 
and family have exposed and are exposing my unconscious prejudices – 
the ones which I use to try to keep me “safe” or free from fear.  

I think that in this country awareness of mental health issues is at much 
the same point as racism was twenty years ago.  

So we come finally to the issue of fear and its counterparts – love and 
trust.  Love, fear and trust.

I have found it is only when I act, trusting in the urgings of the Spirit, 
even though I may not understand why I am doing it, that I feel free from 
fear.  This is what I call acting with love.

I wonder what you all think?

Peter Allen-Williams is a member of Lincolnshire Area Meeting.
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Response to day conference
Rachel Muers

It was noticeable that several of the discussion groups 
in the afternoon declined to answer the question about 
a “distinctive Quaker witness” on mental health issues. 
While the organisers of the conference might find this 
a bit disheartening – after all, that was supposed to be 
the main topic of the day – I don’t think it is a problem.

Here’s why. Susan Mitchell’s talk this morning emphasised that the 
founders of the Retreat were not trying to be “leaders” or to be “the best” 
in mental health provision. They were simply trying to follow their own 
particular calling, to do the work that they were led to do and were able 
to do, and to see where it took them. Drawing on an idea that’s been 
picked up by several of the groups, they were taking the next few steps 
on a journey – without trying to look back to see who might be coming 
along behind them, or ahead to see who were the leaders they should be 
catching up. We could think in the same way about Quaker witness on 
mental health. To have our distinctive witness we don’t have to be the 
only people doing what we do, and we don’t have to be the best at doing 
what we do. We simply have to be faithful to who we are, discerning 
where we’ve been so far on our journey and where we are being led to 
go next. And on that basis I think we can talk about a distinctive Quaker 
witness on mental health issues.

I think, though, that everything we say about a distinctive Quaker 
witness will be known experimentally. I mean that in two ways; we know 
it from our experience, both the wealth of experience of all the people 
in this room and the depth of our historical experience. And we know it 
with a view to testing it, putting it into practice, taking the next few steps 
and seeing what happens, continuing to learn from what we find. We only 
know experimentally. But what do we know as Quakers about mental 
health?
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One theme that’s emerged strongly from today relates to both the 
core of Quaker worship and practice and (perhaps) the core of Quaker 
responses to mental health. I’ll put it this way, though there are other 
ways to put it – we want to recognise each person as someone in 
whose life the Spirit of God is present and active. That has significant 
consequences. If I recognise you as someone in whose life the Spirit of 
God is present and active that means not just “I’m obliged to treat you 
well, to provide for your basic needs”, but “you are someone with your 
own story, your own journey and your own calling that’s linked to mine”, 
“you have a story I don’t own or control”, “your value and meaning isn’t 
limited to one particular thing about you or to how you can be of use to 
me”. It doesn’t mean “we’re all the same” or “we should all be treated the 
same” – it’s not that kind of equality – but something more like “we can 
all recognise each other, learn from each other, give to and receive from 
each other”.

Another idea. I’ve been thinking about these two statements as lessons 
from the day: “Quakers have mental health problems”; “Quakers are a bit 
mad”.

The first of those, “Quakers have mental health problems”. In using that 
I’m taking a cue from an African theologian [Musa Dube] who’s done a 
lot to shape the churches’ responses to people with HIV/AIDS – and the 
slogan she used was “the church has AIDS”. So when we say “Quakers 
have mental health problems”, in this group today, I think we’re saying 
that mental health problems are problems for us, within our Quaker 
communities, not something for other people to deal with, and not 
something out there for us to engage with at a distance or figure out ways 
to fix. Quakers took the decision very early on to make pastoral care a 
shared responsibility for Meetings; we left ourselves no room to suppose 
that there would be a division between people who had problems and 
people who fixed them. So mental health problems are something we 
have as Quakers. Again that’s not about saying that everyone is somehow 
in the same position or equally affected; and it’s also not about saying that 
every Quaker community should somehow be able to deal with all the 
problems that come up relating to mental health (the groups said a lot 
about boundaries and about the need to admit our limits). The point is 
about admitting the problems that we have and owning them as ours. 

Sept 2014 140616.indd   27 19/08/2014   12:48



Quaker Voices

28

Take the second sentence, “Quakers are a bit mad”. We were reminded 
earlier that several writings of early Friends read to modern eyes like 
descriptions of particular mental health problems. But more widely than 
that – early Quakers as a group were widely regarded as mad. And even 
now, as we heard this morning, many of the things Quakers tend to do 
are likely to look a bit mad. What does it do to our witness when we 
remember and own our history of “madness”? I think it should at least 
push us into solidarity with people who are marginalised and stigmatised 
because they don’t fit in to society’s expectations. It should push us to 
keep looking at things from the perspective of the margins. And from 
that perspective we could certainly ask some questions about who gets 
called mad and why. After all, thinking about this morning’s session, 
who’s actually mad – the person who thinks God told her to dress up as 
the back legs of a donkey and sit in the road outside a nuclear weapons 
base, or the people who thought it was a good idea to build the nuclear 
weapons? So Quaker witness on mental health, coming out of our history 
of persistently being a bit mad, is going to be tied up with our witness on 
social justice, on prisons and criminal justice, on peace, on many areas in 
which our society occasionally or frequently seems to have gone crazy. 

And none of that is to deny or trivialise the real, present and acute 
needs of the people we meet, in and beyond our Meetings, whose 
mental health problems demand care and compassion and loving 
accompaniment.

Rachel Muers is a member of Leeds Area Meeting.

Gavia immer. Photo by Maitiú Ó Murchú
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Report on Group Task at day 
conference
John Miles

Friends found the questions posed for the group 
discussions very challenging and difficult to grapple 
with in the limited time available. Preparing a summary 
of the diverse views expressed is even more of 
challenge!

What would characterise a distinctively ‘Quaker’ 
understanding of mental health?
A common thread is that the Quaker approach to mental health is firmly 
rooted in Quaker testimonies, especially the testimonies to equality and 
truthfulness. Another distinctively Quaker response is respect for “that 
of God” in everyone, or the Light within. We aspire to a faith grounded 
in caring and love for each other. These beliefs lead to a perspective on 
mental illness (or dis-ease) that places it in a societal context with a 
concern for the whole person and the whole of society. Kindness, mild 
treatment and “walking alongside” those who suffer mental affliction are 
key characteristics but so is respect for others, with firm boundaries and 
the need for restraint if necessary.

i – What can we learn from Friends’ experience of mental 
health issues, their own and others’, and within our Meetings?
There is recognition that examples of all kinds of mental illness can 
be found amongst our members and attenders, indeed in any walk of 
life. Mental illness can impact on us individually and on our meetings 
in unexpected ways, sometimes in ways that Friends find extremely 
distressing. For example, one person’s outlandish behaviour might 
disrupt the meeting for worship; or someone might arrive at meeting in 
a distressed state, in need of help and attention, and we don’t know how 
best to help, or what to do. 
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Friends are known to be accepting and welcoming but we know, too, 
that there are limits to our tolerance and forbearance. There is a great deal 
of fear and prejudice towards mental illness in our society and Quakers 
are not immune to that. We need to find ways of overcoming our fears 
and facing our own prejudices by being more open with one another 
about what lies behind those fears. Making space for sharing and talking 
about our own encounters with mental illness and those who are mentally 
ill can be a way of facing up to our fears and exposing our prejudices. It is 
necessary for us to do this work before we can even think of influencing 
others.

ii – In what ways can we ground our witness?
It is clear we need both a spiritual grounding and the means for practical 
action. As a faith community a big priority is to nurture and support 
those who suffer mental distress and also those who have to live alongside 
that distress or have a role in alleviating that suffering. 

The meeting for worship and how we apply our testimonies are the 
cornerstones. We must attend to the spiritual life of our meeting and the 
part each of us plays in the worshipping community. 

The Quaker way is for action to flow from a spiritual conviction that 
something needs to be done. Friends are active in so many fields where 
mental illness may feature: in prisons, working with adolescents, care 
of the elderly and those with dementia, family breakdown, refugees and 
asylum seekers, and so on. 

People need to know that meeting is a safe place to show and share 
their vulnerabilities. In times of crisis we look especially to our elders 
and overseers to exercise spirit-led eldering and pastoral care. The 
Woodbrooke course on ‘Mental Health and the Meeting’ is planned 
especially for them. Setting boundaries on what is and is not acceptable 
conduct in meeting and how we deal with conflict situations are skills 
they need to acquire and use. But equally, their attempts to intervene may 
bring a hostile reaction. It is not realistic (nor is it the Quaker way) to 
expect elders and overseers to do all the work. It is a responsibility we all 
share. 

It was pointed out that local meetings can find themselves very 
challenged when dealing with people’s fears along with the stigma that 
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mental illness often carries. We need to find ways and means of walking 
alongside those who are experiencing mental distress or those, like family 
members and carers, who are indirectly affected by it. It was suggested 
that we might adapt the concept of circles of support, or foster a pattern 
of supportive Friends, or even arrange a local “meeting for sufferings”. 

 
iii – Could a network of ‘Quakers in mental health’ be 
valuable? (How might it be of use?)
Friends shared a number of ideas, but there was also some uncertainty 
here – and as many questions as there are answers. 

This one-day event on Mental Health was most successful. Further 
collaboration between members of the Retreat General Meeting and the 
Quaker Life network cluster on mental health is an obvious way forward, 
for example in planning events at Yearly Meeting Gathering. 

The Quaker Life focus on helping meetings that are encountering 
mental health issues is very valuable. Could this be the vehicle to develop 
some kind of framework for spiritual accompaniment and circles of 
support for Friends in this context, not only for those who experience 
mental distress themselves but also for family, carers and Friends who 
have experience of mental health issues in their volunteer work or 
professionally? Or would this duplicate the self-help groups that are 
arranged by MIND and other mental health organisations?

Is there more that Quakers can do – given that mental health and care 
for the mentally ill is possibly one of the greatest challenges of our time? 
Is there a distinctive Quaker Voice on mental health – and if so what can 
we say and how can we be heard? 

A partnership (or partnerships) with campaigning organisations such 
as MIND, Rethink Mental Health and the Mental Health Foundation is 
one possibility. That can be through individual membership but is there 
more that Quakers can and should be doing collectively? Does the legacy 
of Quaker pioneers in the reform of mental health care – notably through 
the work of the Retreat in York – provide us with a distinctive message 
and a unique platform? 

I am left with these questions and a sense that there is much more work 
to be done before we have the answers.

John Miles is a member of Gloucestershire Area Meeting.
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Man O War
For my Dad 

1: First 

What time of day was it – I forgot
to ask - when you heard that whizz
(is that the word?) bullet through air 
then Taff ’s breath suck in sharp 
intake like sudden surprise (it was)

a brief wheeze then he keeled
backward fell away from the sights
a black blood hole marking the spot
cross-fire or lucky enemy shot bullseye 
his left one gone, ruined face, bullet in the brain 
it would have been quick

As he fell 
on you – younger by far than me now,
twenty in thirty-nine  lean-faced, toothy, 
good with words –
you felt your body’s inner roar
rapid fire, surge of flight or fight (flight not an option)
aimed your Lee-Enfield SMLE eye for an eye (smile please) 
your first mad minute the rifle’s quick kicking back 
against your shoulder, bolt-action, kill or be killed.
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2: Second

You came over the top and found them
in a blasted crater just after (could have been you) 
mud mayhem cacophony of chaos bits and bodies

and some of them from the ground raised hands 
towards you don’t want to see the whites 
of the eyes bewildered swinging like white flags, 
wounds crawling blood bright men staggering 
nein and bitte and kapitulation

Everything in you screamed help them  
but 
wounded enemy can regroup
so the order came:
shoot them.

3: After

Oh to stretch long arms back through time’s black hole 
to save you from – what? Not death – you came through the war,
lived a long good life  loved and were loved (still are).

Can’t airlift you out, spare or deny you your history. But 
I break for the soft in you. What you had to do, see, carry.

These poems are from Fiona Owen’s next collection The Green Gate, 
to be published by Cinnamon Press in spring 2015.

Fiona Owen attends Holyhead Local Meeting.
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Practising for the Real Thing
You are never far from war
if you live by an air base.
People say: I suppose you get used
to it, the noise 
       of the jets flying 
over your heads,
       the way the sky  
thunders     rips     bursts
pilots
           learning to land 
and
           take off
       practising
for the real thing

(the daily deafening
of machine roar 
in service to the strut 
and spin of war) –

I say: not really, no.
We don’t get used to it 
at all.

Remembering the animal 
victims of war.
Artwork: Ann Johnson

Sept 2014 140616.indd   34 19/08/2014   12:48



September 2014

35

In my heart there is no room 
for hatred
Erella Dunayevsky

I have already been sitting for an hour, staring at the 
empty page and not finding words that would describe 
the pain – the pain of those of us who see straight. The 
pain of the sober, of those who knew that the bottled 
demon grows and grows, and when it is let out, it will 
be unbearable. And it has been let out.

Last night I spoke with my good friend from Gaza. Over the phone he 
heard the din, the blast of the Gazan rockets that exploded near us, in an 
open field. At my end, I heard the Israeli bombing from the air near his 
home. We talked. He said: 

You know what my dreamiest dream is? My dream is that still in 
my own lifetime I will be able to have coffee with you and your 
family (whom he knows personally from other times) in my kitchen. 
Here, in Gaza. And then we will go to the beach and sit and count 
waves. As we did in 1999. Remember?

 ‘I remember,’ I said, and could no longer speak for the tears that were 
choking me, tears of simple love, of human longing for contact that is 
impossible to fulfill, only in the mind. I recalled another talk with Ali of 
the South Hebron Hills, who also called me last night to ask how I was 
doing, because of the rockets. In our talk about the general situation, Ali 
said: 

What do I want, after all? To get up in the morning and smell the 
earth that I plough, and reap in the spring, and bring bread to my 
children, and that you would be with us to taste that freshly baked 
bread. I know you love it. And I also waited for an entry permit into 
Israel which we get for Ramadan because I wanted so much to visit 
your home. But now it’s closure and no permits are issued. I am so 
angry about this.
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This is what Ali said, and I said “I feel as you do.”  
When my Gazan friend spoke with me, he added: “Let’s write 

something together?” “To whom?” I asked. “To the world”, he answered. 
I reminded him that fourteen years ago, in the crisis of fall 2000, I wrote 
something together with our common friend from Gaza, something “to 
the world”. I told him that it very precisely reflects the situation, even if 
merely because something from fourteen years ago is still relevant today. 
I sent it to him, and he said he would hand it out to his students and to 
others.

I asked him to write something himself, and I would also distribute it.
I’ll call him again today…
More such phone calls are coming in and going out to our friends in 

Gaza and the West Bank.
And as a friend from Salem, near Nablus, said to me today: “For 

people who do not have such ties as we do, it is easier to let hatred into 
their hearts. But in my heart there is no room for hatred. It is filled with 
love.” Thank you, dear friend, for these words which in Hebrew are a bit 
imperfect but whose truth is so real. 

I have nothing more to say. The description of the present situation in 
various places, the different political analyses, the interpretations can all 
be obtained from various media.

Erella Dunayevsky and her husband Dany live at Kibbutz Shoval near 
Beersheva, from where the Villages Group is run. The Village Group is a 
group of Israeli individuals who, since 2002, have maintained daily contact 
with residents of two villages in the Nablus area: Salem and Deir El Hatab.

Droplet of hope for life. 
Photo: Bob Ward.
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Week for Peace
Lynne Richardson

Following the national event in Nottingham for 
Armed Forces Day last year, and also in the year of 
the commemoration of the outbreak of World War 
One, a ‘Week for Peace’ will take place in and around 
Nottingham from September 21 to 28. 

This offers the opportunity to counter the emphasis on using military 
approaches to settling conflict.  Lots of organisations are involved in the 
planning and the running of the events.  We have set up a web page www.
weekforpeace.org.uk  and will be including details of all the activities in 
the week.   Additionally there will be posters and programmes. 

How did this come about?  When Nottingham was chosen to host the 
national event for Armed Forces Day 2013, I came to the conclusion 
that I wanted to ask my Meeting to consider writing to the Council to 
ask them to hold a day in the city to promote peace and reconciliation.  
We requested they give this the same amount of emphasis as the Armed 
Forces Day.  Much money must have been spent from many sponsors, 
including the Ministry of Defence.  However, whilst we had a positive 
response from the city they only offered to support us in holding such a 
day as they did not feel it was their role to do so.  

So this gave us the next opportunity: do we carry on with the idea 
or just let it go?  The Clerk and I met with a Manager at the Council 
and had a very productive meeting.  However we considered taking 
the full responsibility for running a day at a large park in the centre of 
the city and decided this might not be possible.  Eventually we used an 
existing group, the Peace Supper, to share our thoughts with others in 
Nottingham.  We realised there was a lot of support to get involved in the 
project and a form started to take shape.  

Events will be organised by many organisations and individuals so the 
management does not fall on one group.  The Planning Group has been 
meeting over the winter and is now ready to share the plans to date.  We 
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have liaised with the City Council and they are including the week in 
their promotional publications and website.

The whole exercise is proving to be a wonderful experience for me to 
see how we are reaching out to the community and indeed that was one 
of the aims from the initial meetings to encourage people to reach out 
and build relationships and contacts.  Building bridges.

As one of the 
Planning Group said, 
‘What will happen, 
will happen and some 
things we may hope to 
happen will not’.  We 
have at least twelve 
venues in different 
part of the city.  There 
are over twenty 
groups planning to 
do something.  So 
this offers many 
opportunities to do 
something during the 
whole week.  We hope 
to have church bells 
pealing, prisoners and 
school pupils creating 
a piece of related work 
and art installations 
across the city.  We 
have also made contact with the local UN representative who plans to 
come to an event.

Sometimes I find it daunting but there is so much good will I am 
confident we will have a lovely experience and maybe we will see Friends 
from other meetings in Nottingham during the week which commences 
on September 21 – the UN International Day of Peace.

Lynne Richardson attends Nottingham Local Meeting.
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The Church of England and 
the First World War
a review by Jeremy Symes

The author, Alan Wilkinson, is an Anglican priest and 
has taught at Cambridge, Bristol and Portsmouth 
Universities and the Open University.  He was chaplain 
of St Catherine’s College, Cambridge and Principal of 
Chichester Theological College.

The book is meticulously researched and draws upon biographies, 
newspapers, magazines, letters, poetry and other sources.  It is a work 
of great scholarship and yet the author’s compassion for those affected 
by the war makes it a most compelling book to read.  The reader is also 
helped by the structure of the book which is divided into twelve chapters:

1. The Coming of War
2. The Church and the War Effort
3. The Church’s Ministry at Home
4. Moral Issues in Wartime
5. The Church at the Front
6. Some Chaplains
7. The Army and Religion
8. Death, Bereavement, and the Supernatural
9. Patriotism is not Enough
10. Faith and War
11. Preparing for Peace
12. Remembrance 

Chapter 9 takes its title from the inscription on the plinth of Edith 
Cavell’s statue in St Martin’s Place “Patriotism is not enough.  I must have 
no hatred or bitterness towards anyone” and it discusses the function of 
nationality and its relation to religion.

Of particular interest to Friends will be the discussion of army 
chaplains, later to become closely associated with the peace movement.  
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These include Dick Sheppard, who in 1936 founded the Peace Pledge 
Union.  He was deeply affected by his experiences and in particular the 
requirement to pass the night with deserters in preparation for their 
execution by firing squad the following morning. 

Also Charles Raven, who at the outbreak of war was Dean of 
Emmanuel College, Cambridge and became an army chaplain in 1917. A 
man of great personal courage, he stated that “Pacifists and Conscientious 
Objectors may talk of the sanctity of human brotherhood; we out here 
have discovered something at least of its reality.”  However he was 
outspoken in his condemnation of the clergy “who turned themselves 
into recruiting officers”.   He became one of the most influential English 
pacifists of the 1930s.

Geoffrey Studdert Kennedy (also known as Woodbine Willie) was a 
recipient of the Military Cross, supported the war effort but later became 
a Christian socialist and pacifist.  Another remarkable army chaplain was 
Philip “Tubby” Clayton. Clayton would share the physical hardships and 
dangers faced by the ordinary soldier by administering Holy Communion 
to men under artillery bombardment.  In 1920 he worked with Dick 
Sheppard to establish the Toc H movement.  

Representing a different strand of the Church of England we are 
introduced to Arthur Winnington Ingram, Bishop of London and 
Chaplain of the London Rifle Brigade.  He saw the First World War 
as being a just and holy war in which those who died in battle would 
immediately enter the Kingdom of Heaven.  

The “Preface to the 2014 Reprint” makes explicit the author’s views 
regarding the possible consequences of German victory and he is not 
afraid to challenge what he regards as the myths about the war which 
took root in the 1960s: “The myth that ... turns heroes into victims”.   
Whatever one’s personal perspective, the book describes eloquently and 
objectively what is stated in the title, a complex subject encompassing 
many differing strands of theology within that church. 

The Church of England and the First World War by Alan Wilkinson. 
Lutterworth Press Paperback £22.50  ISBN 9780718893217.  This is a 
2014 reprint of the second edition with a new preface.

Jeremy Symes is a member of Cambridgeshire Area Meeting.
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My Life, My Faith
Marilyn Ricci

My Life, My Faith is a series of books published by 
Leicester Quaker Press, an offshoot of Leicester 
Meeting. They’ve previously published three volumes 
in the series and have recently issued Volume 4. 

Each book contains the life and faith journeys of Leicester Quakers 
who take part in their ‘Sharing Life Experiences’ interviews held at 
various points throughout the year in front of an audience of members 
and attenders, plus any family and friends who want to go along. The 
interviews are held on a Sunday lunchtime after Meeting for Worship and 
last an hour: forty-five minutes of talk and fifteen minutes for questions. 
The interviews and questions are recorded, transcribed and edited. The 
final text is approved by the interviewees before publication.

Previous volumes have included, for instance, the life and faith journeys 
of people like Oscar Wallis who tells of his experience as a pacifist in the 
Merchant Navy during WWII;  a member who has worked with those at 
the very margins of society; a Crown Prosecutor and a man who gave up 
his life as a priest in Sri Lanka and eventually found himself in Leicester 
Meeting. 

Volume 4 includes, for example, the experiences of someone who 
travelled extensively in China and Russia long before these opened up 
to the West; and of a woman who was involved in the early days of Gay 
Liberation. The following excerpt is taken from this story.

I went into television and, by quite a difficult route, found 
myself on the gay scene, which wasn’t easy to find in those 
days. That’s a story unto itself. I was very scared about getting 
onto the gay and lesbian scene because in those days, and 
particularly with my church background, anything to do with 
homosexuality, lesbians, was to do with hell and all the people 
in it were evil and devils. Despite this, I did go down into a club 
called The Gateways, a very famous club. That’s how I got onto 
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the scene and found that these people were actually rather nice. 
I remember coming home by tube that first night and I thought: 
‘Wow, I feel I belong.’ It was like the first time in my life, I think, 
that I felt that I really belonged. I was able to sit down and just 
be myself. 

So, from then on, there were three things happening. I was 
not going near church, that was continuing, but my career 
in television was on-going and I was getting more and more 
involved in the lesbian and gay scene. I got involved in the early 
Gay Liberation Front meetings and became one of the leaders 
of Kenric which is a big lesbian social organisation. I got quite 
active there and started my first long-term relationship with 
someone called Pam and we set up house, bought a flat and stuff.

[...]

Anyway, my father then died so it was a time when everything 
was really collapsing a bit. So I joined Quakers at Wanstead 
meeting and got involved eventually with the Quaker Lesbian 
and Gay Fellowship. I’m still on the committee at the moment. I 
was approaching sixty and I thought: ‘I don’t want to work. I’ve 
been working long enough. I want to retire. What shall I do?’ 
I thought I wanted to go to York but by this time the property 
market was crumbling and I couldn’t afford to go to York. So, here 
again, I changed things. I said: ‘Okay. Rather than me stipulating 
what I want, I’ll see where I fit. Where is there a place for me?’ So 
this was a big change. The big tussle for me has always been ‘my 
will’ and ‘thy will’. I’ve always struggled with that. I always will I 
guess. But I was really beginning to get into listening to ‘thy will’, 
whatever the ‘thy’ is. I started looking in The Friend and that’s 
how I found Leicester. I came to John Woolman House for the flat. 
I quite like Leicester [laughter] and that is where I am now really.

Leicester Quaker Press has also published a book of stories of people 
fleeing the civil war in Somalia and the consequent diaspora (Somalia to 
Europe: Stories From the Somali Diaspora) which can be ordered via their 
website at leicesterquakerpress.org.uk.

Marilyn Ricci attends Leicester Local Meeting.
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Thoughts beyond words
Zoran Rodosevic

Not only Biblical scholars but the casual readers of 
the Bible as well would know that the Holy Scripture 
in general and the Gospel Books in particular were 
written in such a clear and comprehensible way – 
purposefully so – so that the word of God can reach as 
many people as possible.

Although the language is (on the first sight) simple, I think we should still 
read the Bible more closely, more analytically, so as to feel the full weight 
of the Lord’s wisdom and understand fully the messages He is trying to 
convey to us in His gestures, actions and parables.

Let us briefly, but closely, analyse the ‘Jesus walking on water’ extract: 
the disciples – not yet fully fledged apostles, that is not yet equipped by 
the Holy Spirit – were in a  small boat in the middle of the Sea of Galilee 
when they perceived a shadowy figure walking towards them and walking 
on water.  Terrified and panicking, they whispered among themselves: ‘It’s 
a ghost, it’s a ghost.’ Knowing their thoughts, Jesus called to them loudly 
and from afar: ‘Don’t be afraid; it is I.’

Peter was the first to regain composure: ‘But Lord, if it is you, can I walk 
on water, too?’ ‘Yes, you can. Come towards me,’ Jesus replied. Peter – I 
must reiterate not yet an apostle, not yet empowered by the Holy Spirit – 
did walk for quite a while towards Jesus.  Not only his eyes, but his mind, 
heart and all his being firmly, unwaveringly, steadfastly upon his Lord did 
walk towards him.

What happened next? A huge wave of water was rolling towards Peter. 
Deciding to fight the danger all by himself, Peter diverted his attention 
from Jesus. Of course, very soon Peter began to sink, to drown.  ‘Lord, 
save me,’ he cried in desperation, and the Lord did.  The Lord did ‘extend 
His hand to Peter,’ and the Lord did save Peter.

The message of this: ‘Jesus walking on water’ is quite clear, obvious. As 
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Thoughts on 
Membership (Part Two)
The following responses to the question “What does 
membership of the Society of Friends mean to you 
today?” continue a series which began in the last issue 
of Quaker Voices. Most of the responses were collected 
by Martin Pennock.

I have been an Attender for nearly thirty years.
In thinking about this issue, I am not sure if my problem with 

‘Membership’ is one of principle, or one of a personal reluctance to 
commit (to ‘keep my options open’) or perhaps an egotistical reluctance 
to have others make some kind of judgement about my spiritual 
status.…? But these are some of my thoughts:

During nearly thirty years of being an ‘Attender’ I have not felt the 
personal ‘need’ to seek ‘Membership’ – but the question is raised by 
others (Members) from time to time. This does not so much have the 
effect of putting me ‘under pressure’, but it does prompt me to ask myself 
‘why not seek Membership?’

It was the principle of ‘equality’ and freedom of thought that 
attracted me to Quakerism all those years ago.  I can’t help feeling that 
‘Membership’ implies a two-tier system, although I appreciate that this is 
not how most Friends regard it. I feel uncomfortable with the idea that 

long as we invite the Lord to govern our lives in whatever we do we, like 
Peter, can achieve goals beyond our earthly powers. Even if we, under 
pressures and tribulation of everyday life, temporarily divert our attention 
from Jesus and begin to ‘sink and drown’, only by calling His name we will 
grab His ‘extended hand’ and we will be saved.  He will be there for us.

Zoran Rodosevic attends Wandsworth local meeting.
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in Meeting there are two sorts of Friends. ‘Membership’ of the Quakers 
is something that one feels inside rather than something that can be 
formalised.

Quakers have no doctrine as such to ‘sign up to’. 
What is the purpose of Membership?
Is it simply a matter of pledging ‘commitment’ ?  If so, I feel that it 

is Friends’ actions that demonstrate this, rather their acceptance into 
Membership. Attenders can be very active and their actions can be true 
to the spirit of Quakerism. ‘By their fruits you shall know them’ – not by 
their labels. 

Some Attenders can be puzzled and mystified as to what ‘Membership’ 
means.  I know of ‘Attenders’ who are reluctant to seek ‘Membership’ as 
they think that they have to agree to some kind of ‘spiritual belief ’. 

Is it a matter of ‘officially’ only counting Members for the purpose of 
statistics?  If so, surely these rules can be altered…

I feel that the integrity of the Society can be maintained by Elders and I 
would suggest that Elders can be recruited from anyone who is discerned 
to be in alignment with Quaker ways and beliefs – Member or not. 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

I’m not sure what the difference is between ‘What does membership 
mean to you?’ and ‘what does being a Quaker mean to you?’

So I can only respond to my feelings about being a Quaker, which has 
made me feel complete but at the same time enabled me to explore my 
spirituality within a society where there is breadth and no judgement. The 
‘Good Lives’ sessions really helped me to ‘dig deeper’ and spoke to my 
position. So the opportunities within the Society (membership?) allow 
one to develop spiritually at one’s own pace.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

Not a very deep response, for which I apologise.  My nature demands that 
I commit: to work, to friends, to political ideals, etc.  I have a need to nail 
my colours to the mast.  To know and say that I am...........

I don’t like wafting around at the edges, neither in nor out.  Becoming 
a Friend was for me like signing a contract, be that a civil partnership, a 
work contract, a financial undertaking.  A solemn promise really and a 
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resolve to do my best to honour it whatever.  So when my spirit is cold, 
honouring my inner/personal agreement takes over – I attend MfW and 
very often the spirit is revived.   It is a safety valve. 

 My commitment to the gym at Clarice House is something rather 
different!!!

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

It means for me that two keys aspects of the Society of Friends are in 
relatively safe hands! or at least held by a group of people who adhere to 
Quaker faith and practice:

1. The spiritual ethos
2. The legal and financial issues.
It does not worry me that many people do not want to become 

members and are often very active in Meetings. But I think Elders, 
Treasurers and Trustees should be signed-up members!

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

Marriage really does nail it, I think.  For me, though, there was a distinct 
sense of needing to make a commitment to match the joyful sense of 
homecoming I found in both Local and Area Meeting.  Remaining an 
attender would have been like insisting on putting up a tent down the 
end of the garden, rather than moving into the house and undertaking 
a share in its running and in its expenses.  I have never before found a 
place where so many of my own concerns and longings are shared and 
where the openness and truth I have longed for for so long, are natural, 
normal, taken as read, rather than seeming rather odd.  As I said in my 
letter of application, all this is searching for words to express something 
which is not an intellectual conception, nor even a moral conviction, but 
a profound movement of the heart, really.  Convincement is an old word, 
and slightly battered in the long years of Quaker service, but I can’t think 
of a better one.” (Mike Farley, Swanage LM)

Martin Pennock is a member of Ipswich and Diss Area Meeting and 
Quaker Life Central Committee.  
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Post nuptial
A wedding’s fragile glory
is a lotus blossoming
before your very eyes – 
a crescendo of drumming
that bursts contagiously
into dancing, a conga
where all cavort outrageously,
wishing it could last longer.

In the great melée
of marriage an alchemy
occurs, where two relay
their union into welcoming
those around to share
in new relationships,
new tender shoots of love where
lattices form of kinship.

From this fresh beginning
the arc of melody grows
beguiling all to singing
a tune they seem to know,
which raises them like lovers
to unimagined views,
and each at once discovers
all tired hearts are renewed.

Michael Maxwell Steer is a member of Dorset and Wiltshire Area Meeting.
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‘A stone on its own 
has no meaning...
Annette Gamblin

...it only obtains meaning in the 
company of other stones in the form 
of a building’. So say Hamilton and 
Spicer in their book Defining the Holy: Sacred Space. 
It suggests that buildings embody meaning, meanings 
derived from intentions formed by those who build it, 
and if the intention is aligned with a spiritual impulse 
from within, a sacred space is created. 

This is exactly what Kingston Quakers have done. Years of much soul-
searching and planning were finally followed by two years of assembling 
together, stone by stone, the culminating intentions for creating a new 
meeting house.

It has been a very long journey indeed: finding a suitable site, getting 
planning permission and designing the building, selling the old grounds 
and Meeting House – interspersed with stopgaps of various ups and 
downs, involving many Friends. 

During that time, Kingston Meeting came together on many occasions, 
not only for updates on progress, but also for input into the shaping of 
the new building’s utility, viability and usefulness. Everyone expressed 
their many dreams and hopes, but also their fears and anxieties around 
what lay ahead. Some voices even pondered the question why such a 
small meeting should spend so much money on constructing a building, 
when the money could have been spent on those in need, not just in the 
UK but all around the world. How would this serve their ministry? Why 
build a Meeting House for a community that some might consider to be 
dwindling? What meeting does not know the challenges of listening to 
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many differing voices? 
Yet every voice was 
heard and considered.

It would seem as if 
the building, no more 
than a design on paper, 
already offered a gift – 
an opportunity to live 
the challenging process 
of discernment and to 
practise Quaker values. 
Already in its infancy 
and just a little more 
than an aspiration, it drew the community closer together. It presented 
the task to examine and to test what was true for each individual, a 
real prompting of love and truth in each heart. This meant to evaluate 
inwardly and to express outwardly what would be of benefit for all, for 
Quakerism even, rather than getting tangled up in personal preferences. 

But it wasn’t until the building showed visible signs of beginning to 
manifest into a reality, that Kingston Quakers began to realize that they, 
as a small community, had to think about HOW they were going to 
inhabit this building. 

Every meeting knows the quandary of nominations and the number of 
Friends called to be involved in keeping a meeting house running! More 
questions needed to be asked, questions dealing with very big issues, as 
well as minute details. From kitchen crockery, flooring, rainwater toilet 
flushing to ‘where should the library go’? Since the plan was to create a 
community centre, ‘how many offices should it have’? What furnishings 
in the children’s room? But also how to keep the use of the building 
similar to that of a village hall (as stipulated by VAT), without letting 
‘making money’ be the focus, at the same time keeping it self-sufficient? 
How to assess or vet potential rentals against Quaker values?

The beloved Quaker faith and practice reminds us that “a meeting house 
should not be regarded primarily in terms of bricks and mortar, or merely 
seen in relation to potential site value. Its real value derives from the 
worship and service of the meeting.” (14.25) In the course of Kingston 

Photo: Last Meeting for Worship at the URC’s 
Richard Mayo Centre
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Friends’ deliberations 
and arrangements 
in respect of all the 
practicalities - then, 
now and for the 
future – the realization 
began to dawn that 
this was not just 
going to be a building 
needing practical 
considerations, but a 

building that was also going to be their spiritual HOME. 
 Quaker life is always two-fold, an on-going interchange between 

the inner and the outer, from gathered stillness to engaged spirituality, 
originating from a call within that gives shape to the world we live in 
through our personal conduct.  

Susan Garfinkel writes in Quaker Aesthetics “the form and structure of 
the Meeting House is at its core about Quaker belief – as are the activities, 
the events and artefacts produced within it.” The Kingston Quaker Centre 
echoes this view intrinsically in its design. There is the simplicity of its 
shape, inside and out; sustainability is embedded in the construction and 
in its workings, but most importantly, the whole building is a metaphor 
of the Light. Light streams in from all angles and allows its beams to 
brighten the interior even on a cloudy day. ‘Are you open to new light, 
from whatever source it may come?’ the building seems to ask.

A meeting house is nothing without the people who inhabit it. As the 
Bible states: “You also, like living stones, are being built into a spiritual 
house.” (Peter I, 2.5). In correspondence with Susan’s statement above, 
Friends at the new Quaker Centre are considering events, already in the 
planning stage, such as Quaker Quest and Spiritual Exploration sessions 
and much more. However, the idea is not just to nourish the spiritual life 
of the meeting, but to also include programmes, which reach out to the 
local community. “We make our contributions in the local community to 
those who come to our meeting house. We appear to offer our facilities, 
but in fact we offer our love.” (13.33) If every Friend in the new meeting 

Photo:  Kingston Meeting House Committee with 
building architect John Langley
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house were to respond 
to this profound 
aphorism by letting 
it resonate deeply 
within the heart, then 
all activities in this 
building would surely 
become spiritual 
activities. 

So at last there it 
now stands, a spanking 
new Quaker Centre right in the middle of Kingston, honest and modest, 
quietly asking to be shared with the local community. It opened its doors 
to the first gathered meeting on June 15th 2014. This date wanted spelling 
out, because it was a day to be remembered; Kingston Friends could not 
help but feel touched by its momentousness, the many surprise visitors 
and the profound ministry of that day. One visitor seemingly affected 
by this graceful atmosphere simply commented: ‘It is as if the building 
already knows what it is meant to do.’ 

There are many 
little tales to tell of 
how Kingston Friends 
are forming their 
relationship with this 
new building, each in 
their own personal way. 
One Friend, alone in 
the building before the 
first opening, walked 
through and filled 
every single room with 
her singing voice. In 

contrast a small number are still a little tentative in their feelings about 
the whole project and the future of the building. Do they have a point? 
Quakers believe that when two or more people gather with the intention 
to share silence, a meeting for worship begins, while jointly waiting for 

Friends and Family Day. Photo: Adrian Martindale.

Photo:  Children’s paper apothecary and happiness 
cures
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‘God’s presence’. In that silence, with that intention, a sacred space is 
created, no matter where they are. 

A backward glance into Quaker history shows that this did not always 
require a purpose-built building. In fact, Quakers have held their 
Meetings for Worship in Kingston since 1656, gathering in the early days 
at the house of John Fielder, a meal man, in Kingston High Street. The 
question, ‘Why a new meetinghouse’ therefore still reverberates, slightly 
hauntingly perhaps.

But with all the 
time, effort and love 
that has gone into the 
manifestation of a 
dream, the dream to 
create a new Meeting 
House, a sacred space 
is created by those who 
will inhabit it. Its doors 
call ‘come, come and 
welcome, whoever you 
are!’

 It stands as a symbol of Quakerism within the Kingston Borough, 
a beacon of hope for the future and a sense of renewed purpose for 
Kingston Quakers. As one Kingston Friend put it: “All we have to do now, 
is to love life into this building.”

Annette Gamblin is a 
member of Kingston 
and Wandsworth 
Area Meeting.

Volunteer planting day.  Photo: Martin Birley.

Friends and Family Day. 
Photo: Jose Rosa.
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