
T
h

e Q
uak

er W
ay 

C
h
apte

r fo
u

r 

M
a
k

in
g

 D
ecisio

n
s 

A
fter lookin

g at ou
r general 

ap
p

roach 
to 

spiritu
ality 

in
 the 

previou
s 

ch
ap

ters, 
I 

w
an

t 
to 

look n
ow

 
at som

eth
ing 

rath
er 

specific: th
e Q

u
aker w

ay of m
aking d

ecision
s. In p

articular, w
e 

, w
ill look at the M

eetin
g for Busin

ess, leavin
g till the n

ext ch
ap

ter 
' ou

r 
con

sideration 
of 

decision
s 

an
d 

ch
oices in

 
person

al 
life. 

M
eeting for B

u
sin

ess m
ay seem

 relatively h
u

m
d

ru
m

, b
u

t, as w
e 

shall see w
h

en
 w

e look
 at it in

 detail, it gives a su
rp

risin
gly clear 

dem
onstration

 of w
h

at Q
u

akerism
 itself is abou

t. It is of cou
rse a 

subtle and som
etim

es d
ifficu

lt p
rocess th

at w
e go th

rou
gh

, so it 
is n

o
t easy

 at first to u
n

d
erstan

d
. W

e h
ave been recen

tly h
elp

ed
 

in th
is by tw

o b
ook

s th
at d

escribe it w
ell, on

e from
 in

sid
e th

e 
Society of Frien

d
s, B

arry M
orley's 

B
ey

on
d
 C

onsen
sus, 

and one 

from
 ou

tside, M
ich

ael Sheeran
's B

ey
on

d
 M

aj
ority

 R
u
le. Sheeran, a 

C
ath

olic, is surp
rised

 at the effectiven
ess of our i:µ

eth
od, for all its 

ap
p

aren
t id

ealism
, and he sees it as u

niqu
e in

 th
e m

od
ern w

orld
, 

A
ll the m

ore surp
risin

g, then
, th

at such
 a sub

tle an
d

 unu
su

al 

practice has su
rvived

 all th
ese y

ears. (In
 Sh

eeran's ow
n order, the 

Jesu
its, 

th
ere 

w
as 

a 
sim

ilar 
p

ractice 
of d

iscern
m

en
t 

in
 

the 
begin

n
in

g b�
t it h

as ap
p

aren
tly not survived

. H
e m

ade this stu
d

y

of 
th

e 
Q

u
ak

ers 
to 

see 
how

 
th

e 
origin

al 
p

ractice 
m

igh
t be 

recovered
.) 

O
ur m

e.th
gd 

-f-
m

.a.kiu
.g

-de
cisi.on

. 
together...i

 
p

rob.ably
:_t

h
e.. 

p
ractice w

e h
ave b

est p
reserved from

 early
 tim

es. T
h

e in
dividu

al 
p

r� ctice of m
ed

itation
, w

hich I d
escribed

 in
 th

e first ch
apter, h

as 
largely gon

e in
to abey

an
ce, b

u
t ou

r corp
orate p

ractice of decid
ing

 
th

ings together h
as rem

arkably survived
 in

tact. W
e can get a 

sen
se of this con

tin
u

ity
 by listen

in
g to a d

escrip
tion

 of the early 
practice by one of the leaders of th

at tim
e, E

d
w

ard
 B

u
rrough. H

e 
w

as born and b
red in

 U
n

d
erbarrow

 n
ear K

en
d

al in
 th

e N
orth
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M
aking

 D
e
cisio

n
s 

W
est of E

n
glan

d, but spen
t m

ost of h
is life travelling for Frien

ds, 
leadin

g th
e first m

ission
 in

 L
on

don in 1654, lobbying parliam
en

t, 
w

ritin
g

 p
am

ph
lets, then dyin

g all too early from
 his treatm

en
t in 

N
ew

gate P
rison

. H
e w

rote a p
am

p
h

let in
 1662 abou

t those first 
m

eetin
gs, an

d contrasted th
em

 w
ith m

eetings of other p
eople h

e 
kn

ew
 

from
 

that 
tim

e, 
from

 
th

e 
N

ew
 M

od
el A

rm
y 

u
n

d
er 

C
rom

w
ell to th

e ch
u

rch
es th

at w
ere th

en
 struggling to sh

ap
e the 

life of E
n

glan
d

: 

W
e therefore ... d

id
, .. ord

ain
 an

d
 ap

p
oin

t th
at the m

en
 Frien

ds 
of th

e C
ity (n

ot exclu
din

g any) sh
ou

ld m
eet togeth

er at th
e 

Bu
ll and M

ou
th

64 or elsew
h

ere once in
 the fortn

igh
t, o

r once
a 

m
on

th
, 

as 
th

ey in 
the 

w
isd

om
 

of G
od

 
shou

ld fin
d it 

necessary, for th
e m

an
agem

en
t of tru

th's affairs ... th
at they 

sh
ou

ld order in 
ou

tw
ard thin

gs relatin
g to tru

th, and
 be 

assistin
g one to an

other, for th
e g

ood
 an

d h
on

ou
r an

d
 service 

of the tru
th, an

d the Frien
ds o

f it, so m
uch

 as in
 th

em
 lay, 

accord
in

g to th
at m

easu
re of th

e w
isdom

 of G
od given to 

th
em

, 
in 

p
erfect 

love 
an

d
 

u
n

ity 
togeth

er, 
bearin

g 
on

e 
an

oth
er's bu

rdens, and h
elp

in
g togeth

er in m
u

tu
al accord

 an
d 

good
 w

ill ... 
T

hu
s for 

these cau
ses, 

and
 

for these ends, ... w
as your 

m
eetin

g of m
en as aforesaid

 ord
ained

 and ap
poin

ted ... 65 
B

ein
g orderly 

com
e 

togeth
er, 

n
ot to 

spend 
tim

e 
w

ith 
n

eedless, un
n

ecessary an
d fruitless d

iscourses, bu
t to p

ro
ceed 

in
 th

e w
isd

om
 of G

od
 ... to h

ear an
d con

sider ... not i.n
 th

e w
ay 

of the w
orld

, as a w
orld

ly assem
b

ly of m
en

, by hot contest, by 
seek

in
g to ou

t-sp
eak an

d over-reach
 one an

other in
 a1srour

s�
 

as if it w
ere controversy betw

een
 p

arty
 an

d p
arty of m

en, or 
tw

o 
sides violen

tly strivin
g for 

d
om

in
ion

, in 
the w

ay 
of 

carryin
g on

 som
e w

orldly in
terest for self-advan

tage; n
ot 

decid
in

g affairs by the greater vo
te, or th

e n
u

m
b

er of m
en

, as 
th

e w
orld, w

ho h
ave _n

ot th
e w

isd
om

 and p
ow

er of G
od

 ... Bu
t 

in
 

th
e 

w
isd

om
, 

love 
an

d 
fellow

sh
ip 

of G
od, 

in 
grav

ity, 

6
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T
he

 Q
uaker Wa

y 

p
atien

ce, m
eekness, in u

n
ity an

d concord, su
bm

ittin
g one to 

an
oth

er in low
lin

ess of h
eart, an

d
 in the holy sp

irit of truth 
an

d righ
teou

sn
ess, all things to be carried on; by hearing an

d 
determ

inin
g ev

ery m
atter com

in
g before y ou in love, coolne.ss, 

gen
tlen

ess an
d d

ear unity . I say, as only on
e p arty, all for the 

tru
th of C

hrist ... to determ
ine of things by a gen

eral m
u

tual 
accord, in

 assen
ting tog eth

er as th
e one m

an
 in the sp

irit of 
tru

th an
d

 eq u
ity , an

d by th
e authority thereof66_ 

If you read the section
 in ou

r curren
t F

aith an
d

 P
ractice on 'T

he 
Sen

se of th
e M

eeting ' (3.02-
3.07), you w

ill see how
 close w

e are 
today to w

h
at Bu

rrou
g h described

. (See A
p pen

d
ix 2). 

I n
eed to ad

d
 som

eth
in

g to
 B

u
rrou

g h's descrip tion
, th

ou
gh, or 

rather draw
 ou

t som
eth

ing th
at w

as stated only im
plicitly . It is in 

th
at p

hrase, w
h

ich
 Bu

rrough rep eats fou
r tim

es, 'in the w
isdom

 
of G

od'. T
h

is is saying that Frien
ds do n

ot rely on
 their ow

n 
w

isdom
, how

ever g ood th
at m

ig h
t be. They are looking 

for 
som

ething bey on
d

 them
selves, th

ou
g h it com

es, w
hen it does 

com
e, 

throug
h them

. T
h

at is th
e significance of Barry M

orley's 
title, B

ey
on

d
 C

onsen
sus, and it is the p

oint he m
ost w

ants to m
ake. 

W
e brin

g our m
in

ds to the issues w
e thin

k abou
t, certain

ly, b
ut 

w
e d

o n
ot resolve the issues sim

p
ly by bringing ou

r m
in

ds to 
them

. W
e w

ait 
t
o
 be en

lighten
ed

. M
orley therefore con

trasts this 
sp

iritu
al 

w
ay 

w
ith 

the 
m

o
re 

ration
al 

w
ay 

of 'con
sen

sus'. 
C

onsen
sus is achieved throug h: 

a p
rocess of reasonin

g in w
hich reason

able p eop le search for a 
satisfactory 

d
ecision

 ... T
h

rough
 

con
sen

su
s 

w
e 

d
ecid

e 
it; 

throu
gh [a] sense of th

e m
eeting w

e tu
rn

 it over, allow
in

g it to 
be d

ecid
ed. 'R

eaching a con
sensu

s is a secular process', say s a 
Frien

d
. 'In

 sense of th
e m

eeting G
od

 g ets a voice'. 67 

Th
is p

rocess can
 take a long tim

e, of cou
rse. W

ho kn
ow

s w
hen w

e 
w

ill all be enligh
ten

ed so th
at w

e can all ag ree w
hat needs to be 

6
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M
ak

ing
 D

e
cisio

n
s 

d
on

e? It m
ig ht p rove to be difficu

lt and ev
en

 trying if everyone 
has to g et on board, inclu

ding the stubborn ones an
d the du

ll 
on

es. So w
hy do w

e do it this w
ay ? 

6
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