Report from Quaker Life Representative Council, October 2017
October’s Quaker Life Representative Council, held at Woodbrooke, asked whether Quakers’ spiritual vitality was being stifled by the excessive demands of church government. What gets in the way and what can we let go of? Can we, for example, sustain the cost of running so many Yearly Meeting committees and go on appointing a sufficient number of Friends to serve on them?
Words from famous Friends were quoted. These included George Fox's “Take care not of getting into a form without the power, for that will bring deadness, and coldness, and weariness and faintings”; and John Wilhelm Rowntree's “Our present deficiencies cannot be overcome by thus reserving for the ministry the lees of our energy and the fag-ends of our time”.
Simon Best, Woodbrooke’s current Head of Learning, had written as follows: “We have a complex organisation, not just at the centre but at all levels. Local and area meetings are struggling with bureaucracy and, as a result, placing large demands on the time, commitment and energy of members …”. In fact, area meetings have the freedom to run their affairs to suit their own purposes and circumstances, and there are a number of area and local meetings that have successfully overhauled their organisational structures.
One of the highlights of the weekend was the talk by Julia Ryberg, who supports Quaker communities around Europe and the Middle East on behalf of the Friends World Committee for Consultation. Julia talked of Sweden, where there had been an unexpected upsurge of interest in the Religious Society of Friends and a phenomenal 5% increase in the number of members. There used to be a hundred Quakers in Sweden; there are now a hundred and five!  Swedish Quakers have been exploring how best to use technology and they have online meetings both for worship and for worship for business.
Julia described her visit to a new Quaker meeting in Georgia. To her surprise, one person had ministered as many as three times during meeting for worship. There had also been a lot of coming and going, as there is in services of the Eastern Orthodox Church, with people wandering in and out of meeting. Julia had initially been concerned about these unusual developments, but revised her ideas as she realised that the meeting was alive, even if it was different to what she was accustomed to. Julia also spoke of a visit to the new meeting in Budapest, where one Friend had anxiously asked her how on earth they were supposed to duplicate the 45 committees of Britain Yearly Meeting. “There are only four of us!”, she added.
Deborah Rowlands, Clerk to Britain Yearly Meeting, and Paul Parker, Recording Clerk, addressed the theme of the weekend with reference to their recent visit to yearly meetings in North America and talked, for example, about an American project for training groups of 20 young people each year to engage in political lobbying in relation to Quaker concerns.  How might we in Britain Yearly Meeting make better use of Quaker practices, not all of them very familiar from meetings in Britain? How about programmed worship, communal singing or meetings for worship extended beyond the usual hour? Do we have too many committees? As Deborah pointed out, it is one sure sign that a committee has run its course when everyone sitting on it clearly wishes they were somewhere else. 
AM was one of five Friends who hosted ‘conversations’, which people could drop into and out of. A explained how Exeter Meeting had held an all-day meeting for worship. She said that the day had been easy to organise and she spoke of how powerful it had been to experience the slow development of ministry and the space and the time in which simply to ‘be’.
As clerk, ML remembered the Manchester Conference of 1895, when a thousand Friends gathered to consider how the Society might save itself from a slow descent into obscurity. Then, it was the younger Friends who had spoken with eloquence and force and had envisaged a future for the Society that has sustained it for more than a hundred years. John Wilhelm Rowntree, who was 27 years old at the time, said: “Friends are not bound by a heritage of creeds, and need not break with their great past to put themselves in touch with the present.” It was M who drew the weekend to a close by expressing the hope that area meetings would be adventurous and would experiment with how we worship, how we do business and how we otherwise live together as loving communities.
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