QUAKER LIFE REPRESENTATIVE COUNCIL 21st to 23rd April, 2017

Woodbrooke Quaker Study Centre
Reflections on the Weekend from the Clerk

This time, some 94 Friends have come together for Quaker Life Representative Council at Woodbrooke. We have welcomed 19 Friends who have experienced Representative Council for the first time. And some who are at Woodbrooke for their first time. We hope that they will be encouraged to return to future Councils. The bright, springtime weather has been an unexpected joy and we have sat outside bathed in sunshine, together as good companions, admiring the resident geese walking the labyrinth. Throughout our weekend we have been both informed and supported by colleagues from Friends House and experienced the ever-gentle and kind ministrations of Woodbrooke’s Hospitality team and Friends in Residence. 
Our purpose this weekend has been to look inwardly and test how we live our lives as Quakers - and are seen to be Quakers in the lives of our colleagues, our families and friends and our local communities. Our invitation to Woodbrooke spoke of challenging times for our religious Society, which is reducing in number in a country demographic which is aging, multicultural and diverse. And diverted. How are we coping with change? How are we coping with challenges to our personal and social values and our religious values as Quakers? These are difficult, unequal times with prejudice and easy talk of war and conflict. The blue horizon is clouded in the mists of uncertainty.

How are Meetings coping with change? How are our Meetings finding ways to share the Quaker testimonies of equality, peace, simplicity and community? Are our Meetings reaching out and finding seekers? What is our Quaker story that we are confident will draw in new seekers? Are we able, willing and well equipped to receive new Friends and to welcome them into our communities? We were asked a number of questions on such matters before coming to Woodbrooke. 

We have been astonished, as a Planning Group, by the generosity of more than 22 Area Meetings and 8 Local Meetings which have tackled these questions in their Meetings and in conversations with Friends in the months before our Council.  Their reports have provided much food for thought for each of us and for Quaker Life staff and for Quaker Life Central Committee. Our searching continued in our main Plenary Session sharing with our three keynote speakers their experience of change and lives as Quakers in their Meetings reaching out to seekers and in lives of service to their communities. Our Home Groups, carefully prepared, have produced additional commentaries on our Council’s theme. The Planning Group will collate and combine this very rich material and we hope to share in a report or publication  what we have gathered for the interest of Friends and for the guidance of our Meetings and for the messages it contains for the work of Quaker Life.

As Clerks and as Planning Group we are indebted to our three good Friends for their keynote papers to our Council. 
Alistair Fuller reflected, with his usual panache and good humour, an awareness of the decline in numbers of our Society, but not a decline in the spirit which moves our Society. He reminded us that we have a pearl of great value in our witness and we should be joyful and generous in sharing that richness.
Kevin Redpath delivered a breathless report on how a small but very vibrant Local Meeting at Street is immersing itself in its local community and its activities. Sharing the resource of its Meeting House and garden with other faiths. Kevin challenged us as individual Quakers to be forever blackbirds. Friends at Street, phew! 
Joannie Harrison spoke movingly as she shared her life as a hospital chaplain. How her faith as a Quaker supports her and those she meets in the day and nights of her pastoral care of patients, their families and staff in her local hospital. Joannie has left a deep and lasting impression on all of us.

As Clerks and as Planning Group we are indebted to our Friends who offered workshops – twice – on our sunny Saturday afternoon. They were a sell-out, we have heard. We are indebted to our Home Group facilitators, elders and mentors. Friends, without you Council gatherings such as this would be a very different beast. You brought organisation, learning, pastoral and spiritual care to our weekend. We have a sense that our choice of film “Friendly Persuasion” for “Saturday Night at the Movies” was just right. A film about Quakers with drama, humour and a moral story. But also a beginning, a middle and a happy ending. We also have a sense that the Fire Ceremony in the garden was deeply spiritual, loving with a mix of laughter, singing and sharing of stories. As the bonfire died down, Friends returned to the building without torchlight, the embers of the fire lighting up their way back.
As Clerks and as Planning Group we are indebted to all of you, dear Friends, for coming from near and far to join with other seekers. To share your lives as Quakers.  We hope you can return to your Meetings with a good report of Rep Council and with a lasting excitement that doing Quaker is as important as being Quaker. 

As Clerks and as Planning Group we have a sense that this Council has been a gathered Council, a happy and welcoming Council. 
Michael Long, Clerk
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