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Introductions
Sunday morning - Hearing other voices

Introduction by clerk

Friends, we come now to an item which we have entitled “hearing other voices”. Agenda Committee’s aim for this session was that we should continue our exploration of privilege by hearing stories from lived experience, and that we should hear the voices of those who may not otherwise be heard.

You may want to ask yourself:what am I hearing that is new or surprising?What aspects of life within our Religious Society are being revealed?

We have asked four Friends to prepare ministry for this session.We hope also that we will hear a range of voices in ministry from the floor of the meeting.Whilst there may not be [much] time now to open this matter to the meeting before lunch, we will do so this afternoon.

I would like to remind you at this point that our Friends are sharing their very personal stories.They are taking a step of courage in making themselves vulnerable in this meeting and they may not wish to do so any further once they have spoken to us.Other Friends who minister may feel led to share similarly personal material.Please respect that, and as the advices say “refrain from making judgments about the life journeys of others”.If you are a social media user, we ask you to share your own story or reactions, rather than sharing other people’s stories.

The four Friends who we are going to hear from now are Jessica Kellgreen-Fozard, Ulysses Jones, Ludwig Bon Quirog y Migrino of Phillipines YM, and Cliodhna Mulhern.Two of them are in this room, but two of them are not. Let me tell you why that is.

Jessica Kellgreen-Fozard is speaking to us via pre-recorded video.Jessica is unable to be here because of a work commitment.When this arose, Arrangements Committee considered that what Jessica has to say to us was important for us to hear. And because she is a professional maker of video blogs, Arrangements Committee concluded that we should live adventurously and ask her to deliver her ministry in that format. So in a moment you will see her on screen.

Ludwig Bon Quirog y Migrino has a story of the impact of the climate emergency to share with us.He was invited to come to our Yearly Meeting by Quaker World Relationships Committee as one of our visitors from overseas.Unfortunately he was not able to obtain a visa, andpart of the reason for that is very relevant to our consideration of climate justice.He has had difficulties finding the time to travel to Manilla where the British Embassy is based. He lives on an island over 300 miles from Manilla and recently has been campaigning in the general election against a candidate who wants to build a holiday resort on the island causing much damage to the local ecology.Ludwig did try to travel to Manilla but was stopped by an earthquake.Then he discovered that the Embassy was closing over the period of and after the election as they fear there will be a period of unrest.So we are going to hear from Ludwig by audio recording, and we hope you will imagine our Friend speaking from a few rows behind you where you can’t quite see.

We have asked the two Friends who are in the room to speak from the body of the meeting, to emphasise that they are giving their personal ministry, as others may do during this Yearly Meeting.We’re going to hear from all four with no further introduction and a short silence between contributions.

Jessica Kellgreen-Fozard (by pre recorded video) (final)

Friends, 
Often Quakers do not give ourselves enough credit. We focus on what we feel has gone wrong, what we would like to change, where we could try harder.

I would like to begin my ministry positivity and talk about an area where, in my eyes, we have done well:

I was brought up surrounded by Quakerism: at home, at Meeting, for a time at a Quaker school and via the brilliant Leaveners and the Quaker friends I grew up with. From a young age I knew that I was different- I had crushes on the female X-Men and conducted elaborate weddings for my Barbies- but I never, ever thought that I was wrong. The biggest influences in my life were Quakers and they all impressed on me that my sexual orientation was entirely natural and rather ordinary really… it never struck me as being a big deal.

Yet as I grew I realised that to the rest of the world it WAS a big deal. And so I sat in the front row of Yearly Meeting 2009 as British Quakers agreed to support legalising same-sex marriage, clutching a friend’s hand as we cried happy tears. I was overwhelmed with how supported I had been and how grateful I felt to have been given this gift.

Even today, at the age of 30 and having had my own same-sex Quaker Wedding 2 and a half years ago, I still become emotional when I think of how different my upbringing could have been.

Being gay was minor in my childhood, it took a back seat to my struggle with undiagnosed genetic disabilities. But I know that growing up in another family my life could have been quite different.

In my career as an online content creator I receive hundreds of messages a day across various social media platforms from people around the world. Many are from LGBTQ+ teens and young people who are reaching out for help and to share their stories as they live in fear and shame. 
My dream is to be able to share through my work the warmth, light and acceptance that my childhood as a lesbian Quaker instilled in me.

So yes, while there are steps still to take and things still to be improved and by no means does my experience speak for all young Quakers… there are many things to be celebrated.

I also applaud Yearly Meeting’s focus this year on sustainability. At at time when many in the scientific community along with activists and ordinary people assert that climate change is the biggest threat to our natural world, there are still those who turn away. The environment is rapidly becoming THE issue for people young and old alike as humanity’s ecological footprint has expanded to the point where 1.6 planets would be needed too provide resources sustainably.

It is right that we focus our minds to what we can do to help both on an individual level, through our lifestyle and purchasing habits, and on a grander scale, hoping to affect political policy and global corporations.

But I challenge Quakers to hold in their minds the principals of equality and inclusivity that make our Society so special. Just as we stood firm on same-sex marriages and love, so we must include intersectionality in our thoughts on the environment. 
We must support people to do as they are able, to do as much as they can and recognise that there are many among us, along with many non-Quakers, who are not able to live up to as high a standard of environmentalism as they might wish. Whether this be for financial, cultural or disability related reasons.

We must make sure never to alienate or isolate these people.

I live with a disability that affects my nerves, muscles, soft tissue, organs, hearing, vision and immune system. I deal daily with chronic pain and chronic fatigue. There are many helpful aids that allow me to live my life but are not exactly ‘environmentally friendly’: from medical blister packs to sanitary wrappings to medical equipment itself.

For me it feels that recent conversations about environmentalism are missing the voices of those living with disabilities and chronic illnesses.

This was highlighted by the government’s proposal for a ‘straw ban’.

Straws are very inconsequential bits of single-use plastic to those that do not need them. They come with a drink, you use it, you don’t, you throw it away. But for those who need them, straws are life saving. Just under a fifth of deaths in people with an intellectual disability each year are due to asphyxiation from liquids. 
Every single alternative ‘reusable straw’ is unsuitable for certain disabilities. A person with a shake can break their teeth on a metal straw. A slow drinker cannot finish their drink before a paper straw has dissolved. A glass straw is an obvious injury risk but acrylic ones can be too. Silicone are expensive and don’t stay in place. Biodegradable ones aren’t hot liquid safe.

My condition means I spend half of my time lying prone but also need to have fluids near constantly. I have tried every type of straw available that will allow me to drink whilst lying flat and only posable, plastic straws fit the bill. 
Fun fact: Straws are 0.025% of plastic waste in the oceans whilst commercial fishing nets are 46%. To ban them completely is performative environmentalism and it’s important that we avoid that.

Because something is an ‘easy change to help the environment’ for majority of people, does not mean that it is the case for ALL people. We must champion change by supporting people to do as much as they are able but avoid laying stigma or negativity at the feet of those marginalised people who, for reasons beyond their control, cannot go further.

That does not mean that people should be excused from trying- or that the burden of climate change is not on all of our shoulders- only that a person’s path in assisting the struggle to save our planet may not be straightforward.

Ulysses Jones

I have tried, with utmost concentration, to understand how I have ‘broken’ the unseen and unspoken chains that bind me. It took me back to when I was a child, raised as a boy, where even inadvertently I would help shackle women around me. These were unfortunate by-products of my assigned gender at birth and its privileges. I was able to speak truth to power, standing up without worrying about any expectations. 

I revelled at times, particularly in my adolescence in that power, something I look back on with great guilt. But I remember we are all learning and unlearning, and there is truly that of God in everyone. 

By the time I came to Friends, I began to better understand compassion. Not simply its literal definition, but what it meant in our day to day actions in the world around us. It helped me to be a better ally to those who were shackled by the privileges I carried.It has always helped marginalised people see their true potential when not stuck under the unseen/unspoken chains from society. 

Through our worship I began to connect more with my own truths, and through our spiritual communities I realised the importance of being true to yourself. And with that always in my mind, it helped me realised I was never a man nor a woman, but instead non-binary. Much like compassion helped me be better to others, this truth helped me be better to myself. 

As I began my transition, I may have freed myself from one set of chains, but I suddenly felt as if others had been put upon me. I can often be met with barriers thanks to a mythology that demonises transgender people. I have simply wanted to liberate myself, and others, never inflicting shackles once again. And despite my weariness at times, my fears and anxieties, I am led with my heart and mind. I hope that, together, we can once again find an equality that is made from our truth and compassion.

Cliodhna Mulhern

Friends, raised in the North of Ireland during the Troubles, on a council estate in a Catholic family of 11 children I was born into the wealthy, white world – into privilege and aware of it. Northern Ireland was thenan unashamedly sectarian state. Catholics struggled for jobs, homes, respect and fair democratic representation. We had a house and my father, a job so we had much to be thankful for. And my parents, Patricia and Seán, lived out that thanks in lives tirelessly and actively committed to social justice.

In adulthood, with my university education, and successful professional career, I settled into a conventional, middle-class, suburban life. And I found Quakers.
Cushioned by a protective coat of privilege, I was respectable, and aware. I was concerned and confident enough to be active here and there on a range of social and environmental issues - though never fundamentally shaken or discomforted....
It was when my spiritual life came alive-nourished by a daily spiritual practice; and by reading of philosophers, scientists and spiritual writing including early Friends -that I was shaken out of my comfort.

The Great Work, written by Thomas Berry, expanded my notion of community and justice, beyond the privileged human species, to all of the Earth community.Thich Nhat Hanh’s words opened my to the pain I was part of:“What we most need to do is to hear within us the sound of the earth crying”
And so I shifted from ‘occasional righteous eco-warrior’ mode (driven by fear, guilt and moral outrage) to a reverential ecology mode - from ‘giving things up’ to ‘giving’.

At last I understood what it might mean to be ‘in unity with Creation’– a loving neighbour rather than a dutiful steward.
Inspired by glimpses of this different way of being human,I set aside my career to take up the work of transformation, in myself, in my community and in our industrial world; downsizing to a small eco home; to a smaller life entirely, in travel, in consumption, in food choices;leading sustainability workshops, standing at the gates of the Cuadrilla fracking site to speak truth to power.
When my son Louie was growing up I cared for him in every way, notfor fear I would get in trouble from social services; not out of a sense of moral duty, though it was a moral duty; not because I feared for his wellbeing, though I did fear for his welling. I cared for Louie because I loved him.
In the same way – in the minutiae of my life - I have come to the privilege of caring for the Earth Community because I love.
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