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Introduction. 

Thank you for inviting me to speak to you about being a Quaker. “Quakers” is the shorthand term for The Religious Society of Friends, which was founded as a radical Christian movement in the 17th century.

Quakers share a way of life, rather than a set of beliefs.

We seek to experience God directly, within ourselves and in our relationship with others and the world around us. 

This experience cannot ultimately be described in words,

As Quakers we try to base our lives upon it. We recognise that we are all on a spiritual journey. We therefore need to describe our own faith and response, alongside other Quakers, to build a picture. This evening, I will therefore be telling you something about my own story, by way of introduction, followed by some themes regarding our faith and our response of faith in action.

As a Quaker, I have found a way of developing my spiritual journey, in the company of others that helps me and feels right. I respect other faiths, and this evening want you to be aware that I respect the spiritual journey experienced by those of you listening, which may vary from my own in aspects of belief, worship and theology, but which will have a unity in our shared faith and witness.

Quakers tend not to evangelise, for these reasons, and this has been a challenge for those who want to know more. We welcome all who join us at our  silent meetings for worship, and have in recent years developed an outreach approach known as Quaker Quest, which focuses upon sharing our spiritual journey and worship in a similar way to my sharing with you. This has helped those wanting to find out more about Quakers, so seems a good approach this evening!

To quote from earlier Quakers:

Isaac Pennington, 1667: “Our life is love, and peace, and tenderness; and bearing one with another, and forgiving one another, and not making accusations one against another; but praying one for another, and helping one another up with a tender hand.”

Gordon Matthews, 1989:”We need both a deeper spirituality and a more outspoken witness. If our spirituality can reach the depths of authentic prayer, our lives will become an authentic witness for justice, peace and the integrity of creation, a witness which becomes the context for our prayer. Out of the depths of authentic prayer comes a longing for peace and a passion of justice. And our response to violence and injustice is to pray more deeply, because only God can show us the way out of the mess that the world is in. And only God gives us the strength to follow that Way.

You will hear quotes this evening, like these of Isaac Pennington and Gordon Matthews, which can be found in Quaker Faith and Practice, the core publication of Britain Yearly Meeting of the Religious Society of Friends. It is an attempt to express truth through the vital personal and corporate experience of Friends. It is largely composed of extracts from Friends writings, a fitting way of expressing the breadth of Quaker theology. It also describes the current structures (church government) of Britan Yearly Meeting.

Quakers date back to the mid 17th century, a fascinating history which I could spend this evening talking about. My focus however is Quaker Faith in Action today, whilst respecting that history, the suffering of many early Quakers, and the inspiration they have given us since. Names like William Penn, founder of Pennsylvania, John Woolman, whose witness with other Friends was significant in the movement for the abolition of slavery and others reflect Quaker Faith in Action in those early years. But you will hear further inspiring quotations as I proceed!

So, my own story of faith and witness

I was brought up in the Congregational Church, now the United Reformed Church, which I attended with my parents, brother and sister from childhood. My faith developed and deepened through adolescent questioning whilst at university, where I was a member of the Student Christian Movement. I graduated with a degree in Economics. As I approached graduation, the desire to commit my life to the service of God developed. I met with the Principal of a theological college in Cambridge, as I reflected upon entering the ministry of the Congregational Church. I did not feel that I received a “call”not receive a “call” to do so, and decided that my service should be toto people directly and I entered the social work profession, working variously as a child care officer, social worker and probation officer in Essex, before taking on managerial roles in Hertfordshire and then here in Dorset.

Ruth and I became involved with “found” Quakers whilst living in Harlow New Town in my mid 20’s and in the early years of our marriage (Ruth rediscovering Quakers having been bought up as a Quaker). I valued the quiet worship, the lack of a creed, the sincerity of the people I met at meeting for worship and the open, non judgemental approach of sharing my spiritual journey with others, in the context of the “priesthood of all believers”. It has become the foundation of my spiritual life ever since.

As Quakers we serve our Religious Society in many roles, having chosen a framework where we “are the priesthood of all believers”. We have elders and overseers in each local Meeting, elders to uphold the spiritual life and overseers the pastoral needs, as well as clerks to co-ordinate, arrange and record our meetings for worship for business, where we seek God’s leading,  as we do in everything else, in relation to our life as a Meeting including practical aspects.

A privilege for me has been serving on the central committee that oversees the work of Quaker Peace and Social Witness, the department that implements our corporate work nationally and internationally. I was its Assistant Clerk for 4 years, until 2 weeks ago. I will be sharing with you some of its work later.

I now want to describe the fundamentals of Quaker faith 

The bedrock of the Quaker way is the silent meeting for worship, based upon a silent waiting on God. We seek a communal gathered stillness, where we can be open to inspiration from the spirit of God.  During our meetings for worship some may feel moved to speak: something anyone can do, as all are considered equal. Meetings can be held anywhere, at any time, although they are often on Sundays in our Quaker meeting houses.

George Fox 1658:“Be still and cool in thy own mind and spirit from thy own thoughts, and then thou wilt feel the principle of God to turn thy mind to the Lord God, whereby thou wilt receive his strength and power from whence life comes, to allay all tempests, against blusterings and storms. That is it which moulds up into patience, into innocence, into soberness, into staidness, into quietness, up to God, with his power.”

Isaac Pennington 1661: “Give over thine own willing, give over thine own running, give over thine own desiring to know or be anything and sink down to the seed which God sows in the heart, and let that grow in thee and be in thee and breathe in thee and act in thee; and thou shalt find by sweet experience that the Lord knows that and loves and owns that and will lead it to the inheritance of Life, which is its portion”

We believe that words must not become barriers between us, for no one of us can ever adequately understand and express the truth about God.

We believe that truth cannot be confined within a creed. It comes to us experientially, as we worship and listen to God’s guidance and leadings for each of us.

We believe that every moment in life is sacramental, every place, person and action potentially being an experience that can bring us into the presence of God. In the depths of our worship together, we wait in silence and listening for God’s word to come to us.

We have found a way which enriches us, but we respect all other faiths. The Quaker way has its roots in Christianity and finds inspiration in the Bible and the life of Jesus. We also find meaning and value in the teachings of other faiths and acknowledge that ours is not the only way.

George Fox 1656; And this is the word of the Lord God to you all, and a charge to you all in the presence of the Lord God: be patterns, be examples in all countries, places, islands, nations,  wherever you come, that your carriage and life may preach among all sorts of people, and to them; then you will come to walk cheerfully over the world, answering that of God in every one.
Faith in action: 

Our religious experience leads us to place a special value on truth, equality, simplicity and peace. These testimonies, as they are known, are lived rather than written. They lead Quakers to translate their faith into action by working together locally and globally for social justice, to support peacemakers and care for the environment.

Work is undertaken by individuals in their lives, locally through Quaker Meetings and nationally, through Quaker Peace and Social Witness. I would like to share with you now some of the national work, having been involved in overseeing it myself over the last 5 years.

Perhaps Quakers are best known for our peace testimony. This derives from our conviction that love is at the heart of existence and all human beings are equal in the eyes of God, and that we must live in a way that reflects this. It has led Quakers to refuse military service, and to become involved in a wide range of peace activities from practical work in areas affected by violent conflict to the development of alternatives to violence at all levels from personal to international. We have always opposed war as a means of settling disputes and still work for peace and alternatives to violence. Amongst our 16 programmes of service, peace building features in many of them.
The most well known programme currently is the Ecumenical Accompaniment Programme in Palestine and Israel. This is a joint project of Churches Together in Britain and Ireland and Christian Aid, managed in Britain and Ireland by Quaker Peace and Social Witness, and internationally by the World Council of Churches. It responds to the call of the Heads of the Churches in Jerusalem in March 2001: “We would respectfully request protection for our people in order to assist the re-establishment of mutual trust and security for Israelis and Palestinians. Further we would call on all peace-loving people from around the world to come and join us in a manifestation of just peace.” The aims of this programme are 3-fold: protection, solidarity and advocacy. Volunteers serve for 3 months in the region, alongside ecumenical accompaniers from other countries, in whatever ways are useful. They accompany Palestinian children walking to school through Israeli held land. They are present at crossing points of the barrier, when Palestinians attempt to cross it to reach their land, so that they can work on the crops they and their families rely on to survive. Being there is upholding to the people of the region. When they return they speak about the situation as they have found it. The programme is funded by several denominations and many of the ecumenical accompaniers are from other denominations and faiths.

Another international programme is at the United Nations in Geneva, where we have a Quaker office with several staff who undertake quiet diplomacy with UN diplomats. There are three programmes:

Peace and disarmament,  Human rights and refugees,  Global economic issues.

In all of these programmes the aim is to develop inter- governmental dialogue and treaties, through which sustainable peace can be developed as well as policies developed that reduce the threat or incidence of armed violence. A small arms treaty was recently agreed between many nations, committing them to significant reductions. The human rights programme has recently succeeded in enabling a treaty that commits over 70 nations to stop the use of child soldiers. In relation to global economic issues, we have recognised that trade arrangements worldwide often favour wealthy western nations. Helping smaller nations work together to effect a fairer deal in world trade has been a focus of this programme.

We also have peace building programmes in Uganda and in South Asia, where peace organisations are supported. We recently concluded a programme in the former Yugoslavia countries focussed upon peace and reconciliation after the bloody conflict in that region. NGO’s (voluntary organisations) there are continuing this work. Closer to home, we have for many years had a peace building programme based at Quaker House Belfast, where quiet diplomacy was possible in the years of unrest there. Mo Mowlam wrote in her autobiography of the secret meetings she held with the leaders of the IRA and UDA, as she sought peace during the difficult years for Northern Ireland. This project too is now being concluded with the relative peace that has come to Northern Ireland.

A new programme being developed currently, Sustainability and Peace, focuses upon the relationship between poverty, violent conflict and the environment. Human security is a need for all people, and is threatened by climate change most severely for poorer nations. We have had Quaker work undertaken in Bangladesh and in Uganda, which has evidenced these connections, and our new work focuses on raising these connections as our contribution to work on climate change and its impact on the world, as well as assisting Quakers as we commit ourselves to trying to live more simply.
Of course, we have programmes of Quaker Peace and Social Witness in Britain too! We campaign for peace here and support Quakers who witness for peace in challenging circumstances. We have a Peaceworkers programme where we appoint selected young people to work for a year in peace organisations, the peace workers of the future!

We are always been much involved in crime and criminal justice issues. Elizabeth Fry’s witness as a Quaker many years ago continues. Quakers recognise the equal worth and unique nature of every person. This means working to change the systems that cause injustice and hinder true community. It also means working with people suffering from injustice such as prisoners and asylum seekers. We have prison chaplains in many prisons, responding to the needs of prisoners, be they Quaker or not. We are interested in restorative justice, and support Quakers active in criminal justice.

We have been active in the development of Circles of Support and Accountability.  This service focuses upon the reduction of child sexual abuse, by providing specially trained volunteers to work in groups to support and monitor serious sex offenders with the aim of “No More Victims”. This was the, an initiative of a church in Canada, brought to Quakers here by Quakers working in this field. The national pilots in Hampshire and the Thames Valley were successful, and many justice awards came to it, as a major innovator in this field. Home Office funding has now enabled this work to transfer to a charity Circles UK, with local projects developing around the country. In fact Dorset now has such a service developing,  under the guidance of Dorset Police and Probation services, following a conference arranged in 2008 by the crime and justice group of local Quaker Meetings.

This brings us “full circle” back to Quaker Faith in Action locally and back to our individual lives, responding to God who moves us directly in our faith and in our lives.

I’d like to finish with another quote from Quaker Faith and Practice:

William Penn, 1693: “Love is the hardest lesson in Christianity: but, for that reason. it should be most our care to learn it.”
