Quaker Decision Making and Meeting for Business

Excerpts from Northern Yearly Meeting, Faith and Practice (and additional notes)

Northern Yearly Meeting, Faith and Practice, (Chapter on Decision Making, pp. 71-78, which begins

with a quote from North Pacific Yearly Meeting)
“Friends conduct business together in the faith that there is one divine Spirit which is accessible
to all persons; when Friends wait upon, heed and follow the Light of Truth within them, its Spirit
will lead to unity. This faith is the foundation for any group decision...it is of prime importance
that Friends understand and follow this procedure for business in the Monthly Meeting...[This]
principle underlies all activities of the Society of Friends.” —North Pacific Yearly Meeting,
1986; quoted in Northern Yearly Meeting’s Faith and Practice (p. 71)

Worship as the Basis
Friends make decisions based on the experience that the will of God can be discerned both individually
and as a group... the Divine Spirit is active among us...

Conduct of the Business Meeting

The meeting for business begins with worship.... The clerk proposes the agenda, preferably publishing it
in advance. He or she conducts the meeting, facilitating the discussion by drawing out those reticent to
speak and encouraging others to share the time equitably. The clerk seeks expression of dissenting
opinion, upholding the meeting in the Light throughout the process. The recording clerk or assistant clerk
records the proceedings. The clerks discern and bring forth in words the sense of the meeting. At some
point in a discussion the clerk may summarize his or her perception of the sense of the meeting for
approval or further discussion. At times a member of the meeting may propose a minute, which attempts
to summarize the sense of the meeting. When a decision is made, the recording clerk prepares and reads a
minute, modifying it if needed for approval by the meeting.

.....All present are responsible for the right working of the meeting for worship for business:

* maintaining a worshipful attitude;

* listening carefully to and being respectful of others;

* speaking when led, briefly, to the point and without repetition;

» addressing the clerk by standing or raising their hand when they wish to speak (depending on the size
and custom of the meeting);

* not speaking to individuals;

* coming prepared and informed;

* seasoning matters by good committee work or other ways before bringing them to the meeting;

» coming with minds open to the working of the Spirit, being prepared to have their minds changed and
setting personal interests aside;

» working towards unity when differences are present.....

Unity, Sense of the Meeting, and Dealing with Serious Differences

Friends strive to know and follow God’s will for our meeting life. They do not vote or use majority rule.
Rather they seek the truth and unity of the Spirit. Discerning God’s leading is both an individual and a
communal process in which the meeting listens to each Friend and each Friend listens to the meeting.
They accept a decision when they sense it is the will of God. When they listen to God and to each other,
and achieve unity in our sense of God’s leading, they are living in the Truth. They call this unity “the
sense of the meeting.”
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Unity is found when all or nearly all those present believe that the proposed decision is truly Spirit led. If
an objection is raised to a decision supported by most, the person or persons objecting may offer to stand
aside to allow the meeting to proceed, sometimes asking to have the objection recorded. If the person or
persons objecting do not wish to stand aside, Friends must devote the necessary time to prayerfully,
thoughtfully, respectfully, and tenderly consider the objection. A threshing session may be called, or a
special meeting with those objecting can be arranged to explore alternatives. Praying privately for
guidance from the Spirit may be helpful. The person dissenting carries a special responsibility to listen to
the group, to seek divine leading, and to work actively with others to seek alternatives.

...On rare occasions, Friends can move forward with decisions which are not unanimous but which still
express the sense of the meeting. Major decisions among Friends on issues of abolition of slave holding
and women’s rights were sometimes minuted despite objection....

Julia’s Additional Notes on Quaker Decision Making:

All are welcome to attend Madison’s Meeting for Worship with Attention to Business, 9:45 am. to ~11
am first Sunday of each month. You also would be most welcome to serve on one of our Meeting
committees, which typically carry out much of the work of the Meeting community.

Committee service typically is July-June, for a three-year term, though one-year terms are possible. Most
committees are filled through a process where the Nominating Committee submits the name, it is held
over one month, and the Meeting for Business approves it. Madison also has committees (e.g., Peace
Social and Earth Concerns) that you can join without a formal nomination. If you would like to know
more about committee service, feel free to chat or email with any of the leaders of these sessions or any
member of the Nominating Committee.

Madison Meeting is affiliated with Northern Yearly Meeting. As NYM’s Faith & Practice states,
“Within Northern Yearly Meeting, the Monthly Meeting is the fundamental unit of the religious Society
of Friends. These meetings carry the primary responsibility of membership, oversight of marriages, and
sustaining the ongoing life of the worship community.” (NYM F&P, Structure of Yearly Meeting)

Northern Yearly Meeting (NYM) is an organization of Friends (Quaker) meetings and worship groups
mainly in Minnesota and Wisconsin, with some groups in North Dakota, South Dakota and lowa. Its
relation to its monthly meetings is “consultative not authoritative.” NYM has annual business sessions (at
the Lionfs’ Camp in Wisconsin, over Memorial Day) and is affiliated with Friends General Conference
and sends representatives to FGC and several other Quaker organizations. All Inquirers are welcome to
attend any NYM’s Interim or Annual Sessions. (An “interim session” is a business meeting held in
between annual sessions, we usually have a fall and spring interim session).

For further information on Quaker Decision Making and Meeting for Business, see:

e Northern Yearly Meeting. (2017). Faith and Practice.

e A short summary of business meeting process found at:
http://quakerscotland.org/businessmeetings

e Navias, Matilda. Quaker Process for Friends on the Benches.

e Morley, Barry, Beyond Consensus - Salvaging Sense of the Meeting, Pendle Hill Pamphlet #307.



